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Abstract 
 
 
This thesis seeks to outline the potential and relevance of socio-politically engaged art produced by 
contemporary artists for today’s globalised society. The focal point of my research is the artistic 
practice of artist duo Libia Castro and Ólafur Ólafsson, who occupy a position in the international art 
world of today. In a highly commercialised socio-political reality where a one-sided and fragmented 
understanding of knowledge rules, the arena of art often threatens to be disregarded as insignificant 
and inefficient. By explaining Castro and Ólafsson’s approach towards the socio-political field and the 
relation that their work takes towards the audience, I will illustrate and emphasise that the artistic 
arena is a necessary component of a healthy democratic society. This thesis will map some of the 
unique qualities and achievements of the aesthetic sphere, that result from its singular position 
towards life and politics. Because art offers us the possibility to treat and consider the world around 
us in a non-verbal and in a different way than purely intellectual, it contains the potential to create 
agonisms that help us to perceive the world around us differently, giving free play to new meaning 
and alternatives towards reality to arise. 
  
Key-words: contemporary art, socio-political engagement, globalised art world, agonisms, 
democracy 
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Preface 
 
 
During an internship at mister Motley, magazine for contemporary arts, I visited the big retrospective 
of the work of artist duo Libia Castro and Ólafur Ólafsson that was held in TENT Rotterdam in early 
2013.1 I remember walking around the exhibition feeling somewhat clueless to what was presented 
before me – yet intrigued by it. The exhibition painted a picture of the world that was not at all 
pretty and as comfortable as my world had been so far. But the impressions I took in that day 
apparently stayed with me and must have lingered on in my subconscious, because when I moved to 
Brussels two summers ago and suddenly found myself confronted with the shady side-effects of our 
current world-system, the distant memory found its way back to the conscious part of my mind.  
Brussels is a city of extreme oppositions. On the one side the historic architecture reminds us 
of a wealthy past and the Golden Age of capitalism, while on the other I have never encountered so 
much misery laid out in the streets of any other city where I have lived. Brussels is known as the 
‘capital of Europe’, but it was here that I have crossed paths with an enormous amount of refugees 
and immigrants whom are being denied asylum to our continent. The contrast between the 
government buildings and the clochards just down the road is yet another extreme. The fact that my 
circle of friends and acquaintances contain people moving through the ‘European bubble’, working 
for the European Parliament and lobby organisations, as well as illegal immigrants of which the lucky 
ones live in squats and the unlucky ones have to sleep in parks and metro stations at night, yet 
another. 
Experiencing social and economic exclusion and inequality from so close not only left me 
feeling powerless and guilty, but also stirred up an inner conflict about the nature of art and the 
study choices that I have made. Suddenly being caught up in contemporary art seemed a highly 
decadent affair. I had always proclaimed to believe in the social relevance of art, but seen in the light 
of the flames of a world on fire, art suddenly seemed hopelessly unpragmatic. Dreading graduation in 
a field that seemed so irrelevant, I could not seem to get myself writing my final thesis. Then the 
exhibition at TENT came back to mind. Wasn’t that all about blending art and politics? I started 
investigating Castro and Ólafsson’s work – an investigation of which this thesis now lying before you 
can be seen as the result.  
A short while ago I visited a free event in a cultural venue just down the street from my 
apartment. The event is part of a global initiative that is organising free breakfast-meetings followed 
by a short lecture from somebody working in the creative sector on a monthly basis in numerous 
                                                        
1 ‘Libia Castro & Ólafur Ólafsson – Asymmetry’, 7 February – 12 May 2013, curated by Adam Budak, TENT, 
Rotterdam, NL. 
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cities around the globe (Creative Mornings). The mission statement on the website reads that the 
event is meant to “share, create community and inspire”. Nipping from my coffee with a freshly 
baked croissant before me on the table, I got caught up in a casual conversation with a high-profile 
businesswoman who was sitting next to me. I asked her what had brought her to the meeting. She 
confessed to have come out of a feeling of intrigue – she had been triggered by the fact that she 
could not find anywhere what the economic reason or advantage behind the initiative was, or in 
other words: where the economic profit was being made. 
 I must admit that I was a bit shocked by this in my view expression of an almost machine-like 
way of thinking, and found myself stumbling that surely there had to be more to life than thinking in 
terms of in- and output? This thesis is written in the conviction that culture does exactly this: that it 
challenges the idea that all problems can be solved with an economic way of thinking. The cultural 
field challenges a simplified, commodified version of life, and assures us that there is more, that we 
can be more, that there are other ways – and that this is why art matters. 
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Introduction 
 
 
The world around us changes rapidly. The tendencies towards internationalisation and further 
digitisation that characterise the era of globalisation, render the world a highly dynamic, hard to 
grasp, and evermore complicated place to live in. Furthermore, they cause the pillars of age-old 
belief systems and the culture of civilisations, that used to hold the world firmly in its place, to shake 
under pressure of a growing relativism, and to be gradually replaced by an ever-growing belief in the 
numeric logic of capital. 
Inevitably, these developments have also infiltrated the art system. The world of 
contemporary art seems to fit in almost seamlessly with the merchandized spectacle culture that 
characterises our era. Art has become an industry: the millions of money that move back and forth 
between traders and private and museum collections, and the biennials that are shooting from the 
ground all around the globe as well as hyped-in-the-media mega-exhibitions that draw millions of 
visitors, prove that.2 It is not a question, nor a secret that the global art world of today is highly 
commercialised and that at least a big part of contemporary art has become a commodity.  
Yet, in the middle of this cacophony of clever salesmen loudly promoting their merchandise, 
a different sound can be discerned. There is another branch, attached to the commercial one that 
contemporary art has become, that is placing critical commentaries in its margins. This critical voice 
claims that art can be - and should be - more than a thing, more than an economic source: it tells us 
instead that art is a crucial social force that can influence the way we look at things. Protagonists of 
this vision see art as a necessary critical sound that has the capacity to counter and question systems 
of power and thought, and to shake established consensus. These artists and critics use the 
infrastructure of the commercialised art world with its biennials, international mega-exhibitions, 
artist-in-residency programmes, etcetera, yet seek to use it for the better – it provides after all, a way 
to let their art reach the people. In addition to this, in recent years there has been growing a body of 
theoretical and artistic research on the question if and how socially engaged art can play a role in 
society, and why it is important to have a space for critical thinking through art.  
Drawing from the writings stemming from this field, my research focuses on the same 
question, approached through a case-study: the socially engaged practice of contemporary artist duo 
Libia Castro (born 1970, Madrid, Spain) and Ólafur Ólafsson (1973, Reykjavik, Iceland).3 Castro and 
Ólafsson’s artistic practice is executed in different media and across a variety of disciplines, ranging 
from human right studies to political history, and from sociology to feminist theory and gender 
                                                        
2 For a more elaborate discussion of the ‘globalised art world’, see Bydler 2004.  
3 For an impression of their artistic practice I refer to their website: www.libia-olafur.com. 
2 
 
studies. Within their work the artists seek to address spatial, social, political and existential 
questions. At the same time as they reflect upon everyday life in the different places they work from, 
the artists aim at sensitising perception by raising existential and critical questions that are inspired 
by issues of labour, socio-economic inequality, migration, identity, decision-making, urban space, and 
how globalisation affects society and peoples life. As is often stated and repeated throughout the 
media, their work paints a picture of an “injured world” that is “under pressure of the decline of the 
nation-state and the rise of global markets and corporations.”4 The tension between the vulnerability 
of the individual and decision-making defined by capitalist considerations is a decisive force 
throughout their artistic oeuvre.  
Throughout this thesis, I will look at several of the main currents apparent in Castro and 
Ólafsson’s work. With every chapter, I will focus upon one such different key-concept, approaching it 
through and complementing it by the writings of several important theorists stemming from the 
field. In the first chapter I will focus on the theme of in- and exclusion forming the foundation of the 
duo’s practice, for which I have made extensive use of the writings of the critical  - and in some 
circles notorious - thinker Giorgio Agamben (1942, Rome, Italy). Secondly, I will dedicate a chapter to 
the role of the spectator and address the question of emancipation that also strongly determines the 
nature of Castro and Ólafsson’s work. To achieve this, I will draw significantly from the writings of art 
historian Claire Bishop (1979, London, United Kingdom) - who, in her turn, is strongly inspired by the 
socio-political theory of Chantal Mouffe (1943, Charleroi, Belgium), an authority in the discussion of 
political democracy and political art -, and especially from the analysis of the ‘emancipated spectator’ 
by philosopher Jacques Rancière (1940, Algiers, Algeria). In the closing chapter, which will be built 
around the topic of ‘site-relatedness, I will elaborate on the thinking of Irit Rogoff (1963, country 
unknown), professor of Visual Cultures at Goldsmiths College in London, on Agamben’s ideas on 
contemporaneity, and on Nicolas Bourriaud’s (1965, France) analysis of the internationally operating 
critical artist.  
Taken together, this thesis forms a case-study of, a possible answer to, that much bigger 
question of the potential of socially engaged art in a globalised world. 
 
 
  
                                                        
4 Originally the words of Adam Budak, curator of a retrospective exhibition of Castro and Ólafsson’s work, 
staged at TENT Rotterdam in 2013. See Budak 2011, p. 79. 
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Chapter one – On in- and exclusion 
 
 
“All identities are ultimately an effect of power, since their inner homogeneity - what gives their 
members the sense that they belong together because they are all ‘the same’ - is the effect of 
symbolically excluding difference.”  
- Stuart  Hall in ‘“In but Not of Europe”: Europe and its Myths’  
 
“Just as you supported and carried out a policy of not wanting to share the earth (…) - as though 
you and your superiors had any right to determine who should and who should not inhabit the 
world - we find that no one, that is, no member of the human race, can be expected to want to 
share the earth with you.” 
- Hannah Arendt in Eichmann in Jerusalem: A Report on the Banality of Evil  
 
 
Many people associate our present era with transfers, flows and movement, and believe that fluidity 
reigns while state sovereignty is compromised and undermined. The globalisation process has indeed 
led towards increased internationalisation and freedom of movement. However, at the same time, 
one can detect a growing tendency of nation-states to protect their territories from undocumented 
immigration. The disturbance of long-established patterns of cultural identity, belonging and identity, 
that is another consequence of globalisation, has led to worldwide anxiety - especially since the 
onset of the ‘War on Terror’ -, with the securitisation of migration as an attempt to close the nation 
state’s doors firmly by means of border controls, detention and militarisation, as a response.5 Amidst 
this growing unrest and uncertainty, the unchecked migrant has come to represent an “existential 
threat to [state] security”.6  
In their project Avant-Garde Citizens (2007-ongoing), Libia Castro and Ólafur Ólafsson seek to 
address this growing migratory conflict. The title of the work suggests a challenging of the concept of 
‘citizenship’, something which will be discussed in more detail later on in this thesis.7 Despite  the 
cheerleaders of globalisation applauding a new ‘mobility regime’ that would from now on govern the 
world, Castro and Ólafsson’s project provides its viewers with an impression of the other side of the 
                                                        
5 Southcott 2011, p. 8. I was writing this paragraph one week after the terrorist attacks in Paris in 
November 2015, when the ‘alert level’ for Brussels was being raised to the maximum due to the “serious 
and imminent” threat of terrorist attacks (‘Brussels on highest alert level as authorities warn attack 
'imminent'’, in: The Guardian, 21 November 2015). The city was ordered to be in a ‘lockdown’: most 
commerce and restaurants and bars were closed, public events were cancelled the public transport 
system was shut down, and all passengers of international trains were carefully checked and tracked. Ever 
since, heavily-armed soldiers and an increased amount of police officers have been marching through the 
city centre, while army vehicles are driving through the streets. All these increased safety measures were, 
however, as we now know, not able to prevent the terrorist attacks taking place in name of ISIS on 22 
March 2016, which caused the lives of 32 victims and 3 suicide bombers and over a 300 people to be 
injured.  
6 P. Bourbeau, The Securitisation of Migration: A Study of Movement and Order, London and New York 
2011, p. 1, taken from Southcott 2011, p. 8. 
7 For a more elaborate discussion of the work’s title, see pp. 23-24. 
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coin: a reality in which a growing tendency towards immobility and sovereign discipline takes hold. 
The art work consists of a series of video-portraits of illegal migrants whose asylum requests have 
been turned down by the Dutch immigration services multiple times, and also includes a video about 
a Dutch human-rights activist. Being portrayed against different backgrounds, the people on screen 
are invited to share their personal stories in front of a camera. There is, for example, a portrait 
recorded in a meadow, another one in a noisy street, and yet another one in a narrow room. The 
migrant’s  stories often start with a statement of the reasons why they have left their own country. 
This is then followed by an at least partial travel-account, after which they share their perception of 
all that has been happening to them ever since their feet first touched Dutch soil. In almost all cases, 
stepping on Dutch territory has meant the beginning of a long process of being placed in and 
constantly relocated over different detention centres, a severe restriction of freedom and privacy, 
and what seem to be endless waiting times.  
Taken together, what manifests itself more and more clearly throughout the portraits are the 
ominous contours of an immigration system that seems dysfunctional, alarmingly machine-like, and 
often simply brutal or inhumane in nature, which is moreover kept surprisingly well out of sight from 
‘ordinary citizens’, the latter meaning those who make up the political body of Western society to 
which most of the work’s viewers will count themselves. 
 
1.1  THE HOMO SACER OF THE 21ST CENTURY 
 
What becomes particularly clear from watching the different videos is that at the same time as these 
people are excluded from the political system, they find themselves held in a peculiar stranglehold by 
the juridical particularities of that very same system. The individuals that the artists have chosen to 
portray throughout the work, share many similarities with the figure of the homo sacer, that Giorgio 
Agamben has sought to describe throughout his book Homo Sacer. Sovereignty and bare life (1995). 
Via an intellectual tour de force, the author of this controversial book links the historical 
phenomenon of ‘the ban’ to forms of social and political exclusion within contemporary 
democracies. Agamben explains how the homo sacer under archaic Roman law was the individual 
who was condemned as banned after having been judged on account of a crime, be it alleged or 
proven. He subsequently seeks to demonstrate how the ambiguity of the ban - which at the same 
time excluded the homo sacer from juridical protection as he or she stayed submitted to the law - 
rendered it possible for the political system to stay in control over the outcast’s forms of life.8 He 
calls this mechanism an “including exclusion”, which he regards to be also “the logic of sovereignty” 
                                                        
8 Agamben 1998, p. 50. 
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and as inherent to its very nature.9 According to Agamben, it is exactly this including exclusion-
mechanism that lies at the foundation of the Western-European political system, and serves to 
constitute and continually reconstitute the Western hegemony – politically, and therefore ultimately 
financially - on a global level.  
 Agamben’s book must partially be understood as a response to Hannah Arendt’s thinking on 
totalitarianism. Another strong influence on his ideas can be found in Michel Foucault and his theory 
of ‘bio-politics’. With the latter term Foucault aimed to address the increasing measure in which 
Western governments have, ever since the birth of the Industrial Revolution in the early 18th century, 
penetrated and controlled the daily lives and bodies of their subjects. Foucault saw this rise in the 
number of “mechanisms through which the basic biological features of the human species became 
the object of a political strategy, of a general strategy of power” as a consequence of the fact that 
“starting from the 18th century, modern western societies took on board the fundamental biological 
fact that human beings are a species.”10 For him, bio-power formed the essence of the securitisation 
of the state and the surveillance of its citizens.11 Agamben adopts this idea and takes it even further 
as he seeks to demonstrate how bio-politics are not only used to legitimise certain regimes of law, 
but also to normalise the liberty to remove the protection from sovereign violence that is ‘normally’ 
guaranteed by the law – that is, the sovereign’s capacity to exclude unwanted subjects from the law 
and from the rights it grants the people. The delivery of subjects to this constant virtual excluding 
inclusion by the sovereign power is what Agamben has famously titled “bare life”.12  
 The main argument of his later book State of Exception, but a notion that is already present in 
his earlier publication introduced above, is that this core-mechanism of the excluding inclusion, 
which is inherent to sovereign power, is also the working principle of the governments of today’s 
Western democracies. Agamben sees this taking shape in what he calls the ‘state of exception’, with 
which he is referring to the socio-political situation that arises when, within Western societies, 
national security is considered to be under threat - in times of war, or under threat of terrorist 
attacks, etcetera - and the government decides to call out an emergency decree under which the 
normal working of the law is temporarily suspended.13  
 Importantly, however, Agamben believes this so-called ‘exceptional state’, in which the 
                                                        
9 Agamben 1998, particularly ‘Part One: The Logic of Sovereignty’, pp. 17-43. 
10 Foucault in the first of a series of lectures he held at the Collège de France, 1978, see Foucault 1977-
1978, p. 16. 
11 Ibid. and Agamben 1998, pp. 10-11. 
12 Ibid., p. 56. 
13 Agamben builds his argument on the writings of a German nazi-jurist named Carl Schmitt, who accounts 
of a similar state of governance under the Hitler-regime. See Ibid., especially ‘Part One: The Logic Of 
Sovereignty’, pp. 16-43, and pp. 17-23 in particular. Agamben has taken up this idea further in his later 
book State of Exception, Chicago and London 2005. 
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freedom of movement and the privacy of the state’s subjects are severely compromised, then often 
to become the new norm.14 To say it in Agamben’s own words: “The state of exception, which was 
essentially a temporary suspension of the juridico-political order, now becomes a new and stable 
spatial arrangement (inhabited by the bare life that more and more can no longer be inscribed in that 
order).”15 His bottom line is that the exceptional state has become the normal working principle of 
state politics in our contemporary Western democracies and that its permanent localisation lies in 
the many government institutions that function to contain or detain everything that is to be excluded 
from socio-political participation.16 So, in Agamben’s view, the constant deliverance to the 
Sovereign’s virtual decision to suspend the law that was the fate of the homo sacer, is also the fate of 
today’s democracies subjects.17   
 
Agamben’s analysis of the “including exclusion” proves to be a viable concept if we are trying to 
make sense of Castro and Ólafsson’s Avant-Garde Citizens. Throughout his writings, which are often 
perceived to be provocative, Agamben describes several processes that are part of this socio-political 
key-mechanism that seem to recur in the outcasts’ stories portrayed by Castro and Ólafsson. Like the 
figure of the homo sacer, the ‘avant-garde citizens’ are being cast out from political participation but 
are still condemned to the state’s surveillance and policing apparatus. In Gennadij’s Story (2007; Fig. 
1) for example, the spectator is introduced to someone who is being refused as a Dutch citizen, and 
who is thus denied from participation in the juridical system. However, as his testimony of being 
arrested once every couple of months by the very same system’s executive authorities demonstrates, 
he is nevertheless trapped by the system’s laws and regulations, without being able to lay claim on 
the rights it provides for citizens. He tells us of the vicious circle between periods of custody, that are 
inevitably followed by being set ‘free’ again – which in his case equals: being delivered to a life on the 
streets.  
 
                                                        
14 When the alert level was brought down from level 4 to 3 four weeks after the city’s lockdown in 
November 2015, the heavily armed army officers occupying the streetscape did not disappear, and visitors 
of public buildings like museums and cinemas were still obliged to open their bags at the entrance. Annual 
fireworks on New Year’s Evening were cancelled, the Christmas market was closed, and there was no 
public transport during the holidays. Most of my friends declared to have not even noticed the change in 
the amount of soldiers and police officers in the street during the days leading up to the arrest of one of 
the main suspects of the Paris attacks, which found place immediately prior to the Brussels bombings on 
23 March 2016, despite its significant intensification. Indeed, camouflage seems to have become ‘the new 
black’. 
15 Agamben 1998, p. 99. 
16 Agamben traces a parallel here with the concentration camp under the Nazi-regime of Hitler, and 
regards the ‘camp’ as the hidden underlying the political structure of Western democratic society. See in 
particular “The Camp as ‘Nomos’ of the Modern’, in: Ibid., pp. 95-101. 
17 Roman law decided that although the banned could not be sacrificed, whoever killed him would not be 
prosecuted for homicide, which delivered the homo sacer to the mercy of fellow-citizens. Ibid., p. 47.  
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Fig. 1 – Avant-Garde Citizens – Gennadij’s Story; 2007; video installation 
 
 
Fig. 2 – Avant-Garde Citizens – Janneke’s Story; 2008; video installation 
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Gennadij seems to be the exemplification of ‘non-belonging’: there is literally no place for 
him on this earth – not in the Netherlands, not on his birth ground, not in any other country. This 
closely aligns to Agamben’s idea of “life devoid of value”, meaning ‘worthless life’, which the author 
considers to be an important characteristic of the life of the homo sacer. 18  Agamben’s term seems 
all the more applicable here, as later on in his account Gennadij speaks of the degrading, inhumane 
treatment that befell him in the Dutch detention centres. By means of example, he tells us the story 
of being so maltreated - he did not receive the medical and psychological care that he strongly 
needed - that he went on hunger strike as a form of protest. It cost him 35 days, 31 kilograms of 
body-mass, and literally almost his life, before the staff of the centre bothered to step in.  
But also the stories of the other ‘avant-garde citizens’ might well be an annotation in the 
margins of Agamben’s writing. Janneke’s Story (2008; Fig. 2) for example, serves as an example of the 
inhumane treatment that individuals who are robbed of their identity fall prey to – another 
Agambian argument.19 The human-rights activist and legal citizen of the Netherlands, who is here 
called Janneke, accounts in front of the camera how she was arrested by the police during a 
demonstration outside of a detention centre for unchecked migrants. Her story reveals how her 
refusal to show her passport and prove her identity to the police - and later the Dutch immigration 
services - gave way to an almost immediate and severe change in the way she was being addressed 
and treated. The story of a woman named Leyla (Leyla’s Story, 2007; Fig. 3) in its turn, seems to 
suggest that not being able to show a valid passport is in some ways comparable to wearing a yellow 
star sewn into your clothes. Her story demonstrates that to be recognisable as a ‘stateless’ person, 
leads fellow-citizens to deliver you to the police in the name of protecting ‘national security’.20 And, 
as a last example for now of something which is fully in line with Agamben, Mpia’s story (2007; Fig. 4) 
reminds us of the fact that the First World cannot exist without the Third, and that it was the 
European man that took away the natural resources of this part of the world before leaving it empty. 
Mpia’s portrait effectively demonstrates how the democratic-capitalist project of the First World not 
only reproduces within itself the people that are excluded, but “also transforms the entire population 
of the Third World into bare life.”21 I will elaborate on this further later on in this chapter. 
 
                                                        
18 Agamben 1998, in particular the essay ‘Life That Does Not Deserve To Live’, pp. 80-83. 
19 Ibid., in particular p. 86, where Agamben discusses how certain Nazi-laws and the Nuremberg laws on 
“citizenship in the Reich” and on the “protection of German blood and honor” transformed Jews into 
“second-class citizens” that could subsequently be discriminated and ultimately be deported to the 
concentration camps, rendering anyone executing this process free of blame. 
20 Agamben has a lot to say on the gradual denationalisation of the Jews in nazi-Germany and the 
deportation of millions of people as a result. See Ibid., especially ‘Part three: The Camp as Biopolitical 
Paradigm of the Modern’, pp. 71-105. 
21 Ibid., p. 99. 
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Fig. 3 – Avant-Garde Citizens – Leyla’s Story; 2007; video installation 
 
 
 
Fig. 4 – Avant-Garde Citizens – Mpia’s Story; 2007; video installation 
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1.2 A MATTER OF ASSOCIATION 
 
Whereas Agamben seeks to provide a theoretical framework in order to demonstrate how the 
mechanism of inclusion by excluding works, Castro and Ólafsson address the matter more 
associatively. This results - something that can also be drawn from the next chapter - in an art work 
that forms less an argument in a certain direction, but that rather creates a platform for 
contemplative thought upon a socio-political issue. The way in which this is being established 
contains several aspects, but let us start with an analysis of the particular choices of the settings in 
which the art work’s key-players have been staged.  
The portrayed individuals are placed against a background that either ‘suits’ the content of 
their story, or against one that seems to do precisely the opposite, in the sense that what one sees is 
contradictory to what one hears. If we look at Samm’s Story (2007; Fig. 5) for instance, we see a 
strong contrast between the chosen setting and the events which the main figure accounts of. Samm 
is - as are also Mpia and Leyla in their portraits - standing in a typically Dutch landscape: the 
meadow. First of all, this type of landscape is known for its openness, which does not align with the 
obviousness of Samm’s state of exclusion. He seems dislocated, which puts emphasis on Samm’s 
‘non-belonging’. This friction is further reinforced by the figure’s position in relation to the camera 
and the landscape: he is standing with his back towards the camera and thus ‘shut off’ from the 
spectator, while he is facing the open field as if he is gazing over the free world.  
Furthermore, the Dutch meadow is being strongly identified with the image of the ‘thriving 
nation’ propagated by Dutch landscape painting throughout the 17th century.22 What results is that 
the prosperous scenery is not only a stark contrast to the bare circumstances of the refugee, it could 
perhaps also be a symbol for the latter’s more figurative exclusion of being entitled to this cultural 
heritage. Standing in the middle of the meadow while at the same time being excluded from this 
cultural locus, forms an alienating paradox. Also the seascape in which Janneke is being portrayed 
(Fig. 2) is closely associated with Dutch painting, and thus sets more or less the same chain of 
association in play. However, here yet another layer of significance is added: the fact that in recent 
years the sight of the coastline has also come to represent the tragedy of the many refugees who 
drown during their efforts to cross the sea, and whose lifeless bodies evermore frequently wash up 
on the shores of Southern-Europe.  
Contrary to these two examples, the choice of setting in Gennadij’s Story (Fig. 1) seems to 
echo and therefore underline the story that is being told. We see Gennadij on the back as he stands 
in a sober, somewhat darkened room. Behind the window that Gennadij is facing is presumably a 
garden, as we see the top branches of a big blossoming tree bathing in sunlight. The abundance and 
                                                        
22 See also Leeb 2011, p. 16, where the same observation is being made.   
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colourfulness of this ‘outside’ stand in sharp contrast to the monochromaticity of the room in the 
foreground, of which the narrow walls encapsulate the narrating Rückenfigur. However, the 
spectator’s vision is abruptly broken off in depth by a facade that is built closely to the window 
where Gennadij is looking out from. This is to say that the ‘garden’ in the background is presumably a 
courtyard. When Gennadij tells us that he is being diagnosed with HIV and probably has only a few 
more years to live, the scenery suddenly seems to be a suitable metaphor for his situation: the bit of 
life that is in front of him, but that he cannot reach through the glass, seems to stand for the minimal 
future that is being denied to him. His words “For me there is no tomorrow,” further reinforce this 
association.23 The chosen scenery reinforces the significance of the events that Gennadij accounts of, 
as well as it highlights the injustice of the situation. 
In any case, what all the examples mentioned above have in common is that the scenery 
chosen by the artists is by no means neutral and serves in fact to awaken associative thoughts within 
the spectator, which are then to give rise to all sorts of questions.24 The frictions and tensions that 
stem from the combination of setting with what is being told, prevent the spectator from being able 
to read the work’s message in a straightforward or conclusive manner. Instead, the spectator will 
find herself forced to actively weigh the information coming towards her. There are, however, more 
ways in which this associative process is being set in motion.  
Let us for instance look at Patric’s Story (2007; Fig. 6). At the same time as Patric’s story 
testifies a strong desire to be included within Europe’s borders, the viewer also witnesses the clash of 
different cultures manifesting itself throughout his story. The at times problematic situations that 
arise from cultural differences between where Patric comes from and the countries that he travels to 
and through, are rather apparent throughout his story and are not being denied. At some point, for 
example, Patric is telling about him and other Cameroonians forming a group in Oran, a big city in 
Algiers, when he literally remarks: “There’s a reunion of Cameroonians there. And we stuck together. 
We lived like we do here (…).”25 Remarks like these create a certain friction, as they give rise to the 
question of how we should deal with the encounter of different cultures caused by migratory flows, 
and if it is advisable or even possible to ‘blend’ them. In this sense, this comment can be said to 
undermine an idealistic response to Patric’s account, but it is not being cut out of the footage. 
 
 
                                                        
23 Gennadij, in: Castro & Ólafsson, Avant-Garde Citizens – Gennadij’s Story (2007). 
24 For the sake of clarity and uniformity, I have chosen to consequently use the feminine pronoun to 
indicate the spectator, inspired by Jacques Rancière’s adoption of the same principle when he addresses 
spectatorship, which will be discussed extensively throughout the next chapter. See Rancière 2011. 
25 Patric, in: Castro & Ólafsson, Avant-Garde Citizens – Patric’s Story (2007), translation from French to 
English taken from Mefang 2010 [fifth sheet, fifth column, second paragraph from the top].  
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Fig. 5 – Avant-Garde Citizens – Samm’s Story; 2007; video installation 
 
 
Fig. 6 – Avant-Garde Citizens – Patric’s Story; 2007; video installation 
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 Moreover, Patric further accounts of several criminal practices he was involved in 
throughout his journey. This prevents the spectator from simply being able to regard Patric as a 
‘victim’ of the situation – to the contrary, the spectator’s empathy is likely to be compromised, as the 
‘avant-garde citizen’ cannot simply be heroicised. At the same time, it might lead the viewer 
spectator to wonder about the nature of right and wrong, and if crime under extreme circumstances 
- when committed to survive - is perhaps ‘justified’. In short, the spectator has to make sense of all 
these contradictory cues present in the portraits. By allowing these conflicting layers of meaning to 
exist, Castro and Ólafsson encourage the spectator to make different connections, and challenge a 
uniform reading or interpretation of the work. 
Another ‘means’ to involve the spectator’s associative ability are the many silences falling 
throughout the different migrants’ testimonies. Instead of being cut, they perform the functional 
task of raising feelings of unease and discomfort with what is presented in whoever views the series 
of videos. Accordingly, the frustration and the experience of ‘being stuck’ or ‘caught’ in a system, 
that the narrators account of, become tangible. They are almost inevitably shared by the audience: 
with every silence the spectator hopes for the story to take an unexpected turn for the better – 
which, unfortunately, it rarely does.  
It should be noted that, even though Avant-Garde Citizens perhaps belongs to the more 
‘serious’ spectrum of the artist duo’s body of work - in which, over all, humour never seems to be far 
away -, the videos are not completely averse of comic elements. Mpia’s story (Fig. 4) could perhaps 
serve as an example here. Even though it is hard - and also somewhat dangerous - to put your finger 
on it exactly, his video contains some humorous aspects, residing in the subtle interplay between 
Mpia’s singing and speaking, and of him turning away from the camera before he abruptly turns 
around again to give the spectator an unexpected piercing stare. Furthermore, a delicate game 
seems to be played with the unspoken stereotypes surrounding the relation of reggae-music - the 
music style in which parts of the story are being performed by Mpia - to skin-colour and African 
culture. Although impossible to pin down, the spectator might feel the tendency to giggle at different 
points throughout Mpia’s story. The presence of humour in this video has a destablising effect, not in 
the least because it stands in a tense relationship with the content of Mpia’s message, but also 
because humour can naturally free us from constraints regarding a certain matter. 
 
1.3  CHALLENGING THE BINARY  
 
Already discussed above was how the background against which Castro and Ólafsson’s ‘avant-garde 
citizens’ are staged is being ‘personalised’ in every portrait. But there are more ways in which the 
personality of the portrayed individual is allowed to shimmer through. First of all: none of the stories 
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gives the impression of having been rehearsed. In all cases the narration style is rather spontaneous, 
and the story is being told at the narrator’s own pace. The length of the stories varies severely: 
Patric’s video (Fig. 6) lasts 35 minutes, whereas Leyla (Fig. 3) is done with hers in only 11 minutes. 
The videos are centred on the narrator exclusively: there is no interaction with a second party, nor 
the insertion of a voice-over, it is simply the narrator who is standing in front of the spectator and is 
filling the centre of the screen. Castro and Ólafsson have only used a minimum of montage 
techniques. There are for example no background music and innovative camerawork, all videos are 
more or less recorded in one shot, and the tapes seem to be as good as unedited – no cuts are being 
made. This all adds to both the authentic character and the credibility of what is on view.  
Furthermore, the people on screen exhibit a strong desire to live, present in their 
resourcefulness when it comes to survival strategies, in the perseverance with which they fight to be 
included, and in their outspoken wish to lead a ‘normal life’. If we take Patric’s story (Fig. 6) of his 
two attempts to reach Europe as an example again, it becomes clear how far people are willing to go 
- Patric leaves his family, lives under bare circumstances, and gets involved in criminal practices -  in 
order to start a better life somewhere, and how resourceful human-beings are in finding ways to stay 
alive. This evidence for the ‘struggle for life’, which lies at the foundation of the human race, once 
again minimises the distance between the spectator and the individuals on screen. The spectator is 
being led to wonder  about human rights and social justice, but also about what constitutes the 
difference between being a citizen and being a human-being, about what the difference is exactly 
between the spectator him- or herself and the unchecked migrant standing before him.  
By employing the artistic strategies described above, Castro and Ólafsson portray these 
‘pariah’s’ of Western-European society as people of real flesh and blood, which prevents the 
spectator from being able to discard them as non-citizens or simply ‘illegal’ and therefore ‘unworthy’ 
of socio-political participation. The plain and unmediated way in which these stories are being 
brought, makes the events of which the narrators account sound rather absurd and often, as a side-
effect, unnecessarily brutal. The emphasis on their human nature, counters exactly what the 
legislative power - via processes of bureaucratisation and denationalisation -, wants to make its legal 
citizens believe. The work renders the mechanism of juridical and political exclusion, that - via an 
entire infrastructure of immigration institutions - takes place on a daily basis in our society, literally a 
questionable affair.26  
Although Avant-Garde Citizens tells ‘real’ stories that are brought in an ‘unrehearsed’ way, 
and it in that sense shares some important characteristics with a documentary, the work’s meaning 
                                                        
26 The choice of the word ‘“pariah’” here is inspired by a quote by Seyla Benhabib, recited in the article of 
Nina Power accompanying  ‘The Declaration of Human Wrongs’ in ThE riGHt tO RighT/WrOnG, p. 3. 
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goes beyond a documentation of the contemporary present. It must instead be read as a socio-
political critique, albeit - as we have seen - not a straightforward one in which a simple political 
solution is being handed down. By maintaining the frictions and tensions that appear throughout the 
portraits, Castro and Ólafsson’s project challenges the entire meta-mechanism on which our socio-
political reality is being founded: dualist thinking and the binary between in- and exclusion. Thus 
Avant-Garde Citizens is not to be pinned down as a straightforward criticism on particular socio-
political practices, as much as it must be interpreted as a reconsideration of who and what 
constitutes or lies behind ‘life as we know it’. To phrase it like Adam Budak, the curator of Castro and 
Ólafsson’s retrospective in TENT Rotterdam in 2012: within their work, Castro and Ólafsson “aim at 
deciphering the logic of power division which upsets an equilibrium of justice and disturbs a 
constitution of equality.”27 Put simply: they question the structure underlying the current division of 
the world. 
 
The artists created another work that rather literally addresses the meta-mechanism of dualistic 
thinking. ThE riGHt tO RighT/WrOnG (2012; Fig. 7) is a monumental 14 meter long flashing neon-sign 
that was originally put up on the façade of St George’s Hall in Liverpool during the 7th Liverpool 
Biennial, that alternately reads the words ‘ThE riGHt tO RighT’ and ‘ThE riGHt tO WrOnG’, as well as it 
introduces a new unspeakable word that blends RighT and WrOnG together by letting both signs 
light up at the same time. The work irrevocably brings to remembrance the neon-signs that Bruce 
Nauman (born December 6, 1941) started to make during the 1960’s, which he used to illustrate his 
Duchampian word plays. Nauman, who often used these works to question the role and function of 
art and the artist in society, and in particular the belief that art could reveal deep-seated truths about 
the human condition, sought to underscore the arbitrary relationship between a word’s definition, 
what it sounds like, and what it looks like.28  
In a similar fashion, Castro and Ólafsson’s work seems to address the nature of language, 
which is founded on a dualism between in- and exclusion. With their version of the neon-sign, they 
touch upon the essence of human rights and seek to challenge the rhetoric that goes hand in hand 
with it by pointing out the paradoxes of right and freedom. Although the article written by author 
Nina Power in the special edition of a newspaper accompanying the art work (Fig. 8; 9) is rather 
                                                        
27 Budak in an interview with Domeniek Ruyters for the magazine Metropolis M, see Ruyters 2013 [the 
second paragraph in response to the fifth question]. 
28 About The True Artist Helps the World by Revealing Mystic Truths (1967) for example, Nauman famously 
said: “The most difficult thing about the whole piece for me was the statement. It was a kind of test—like 
when you say something out loud to see if you believe it. Once written down, I could see that the 
statement [...] was on the one hand a totally silly idea and yet, on the other hand, I believed it. It's true and 
not true at the same time. It depends on how you interpret it and how seriously you take yourself. For me 
it's still a very strong thought.” See Richardson 1982, p. 20. 
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obvious in its meaning - it quite literally speaks of the ‘wrongs’ of right-wing politics -, the  work itself, 
on the other hand, plays with the multiplicity of possible readings. Even more importantly, it allows 
these different meanings to exist next to each other in itself by literally blending the words ‘right’ and 
‘wrong’ together. The blinking of the signs generates the question what the ‘difference’ or how big 
the ‘distance’ between right and wrong is. The blending of the two words together suggests that the 
distance between the two is not always clear-cut. In the same but a less explicit way, Avant-Garde 
Citizens in essence poses the question what constitutes our socio-political global reality: who makes 
its rules, who has the power to distinguish between who are in- and who are excluded from these 
rules (and rights)? 
 
 
Fig. 7 – ThE riGHt tO RighT/WrOnG; 2012; installation, neon sign 
 
Agamben’s writing provides a rather clear answer to questions like these. Towards the end of 
his book, the author proclaims a message that can hardly be misheard:  
 
… today’s democratico-capitalist project of eliminating the poor classes through 
development not only reproduces within itself the people that is excluded but also 
transforms the entire population of the Third World into bare life. Only a politics that will 
have learned to take the fundamental biopolitical fracture of the West into account will be 
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able to stop this oscillation and to put an end to the civil war that divides the peoples and the 
cities of the earth.29 
 
To paraphrase, this means that it is the need to constantly reconstitute the Western hegemony that 
seeks to subject all citizens of the Western world to sovereign power and that consequently also 
seeks to transform the entire Third World into ‘bare life’. This notion also lies encapsulated in the 
way Agamben understands the nature of ‘Sovereignty’: 
 
Potentiality (in its double appearance as potentiality to and as potentiality not to), is that 
through which Being founds itself sovereignly, which is to say, without anything preceding or 
determining it (superiorem non recognoscens) other than its own ability not to be. And an act 
is sovereign when it realizes itself by simply taking away its own potentiality not to be, letting 
itself be, giving itself to itself.30  
 
He then applies this principle to Western capitalist countries and argues that the including exclusion-
mechanism lies at the foundation of the ‘survival’ of Western-capitalist sovereign states’ position in 
the world. Like the Sovereign, Western-European sovereign states seek to exclude everything ‘other’ 
than itself; to set apart that for which there is no place - which, in the capitalist system equals 
everything that has no or ‘negative’ financial value - in spaces where “bare life and the juridical rule 
enter into a threshold of indistinction.”31 These are the spaces “in which the normal order is de facto 
suspended and in which whether or not atrocities are committed depends not on law but on the 
civility and ethical sense of the police who temporarily act as sovereign (…).”32 This space is what 
Agamben calls the “camp”, of which he sees the localisation in several contemporary governmental 
institutions, under which, not insignificantly, the facilities to hold immigrants in mandatory 
detention.33  
Interestingly,  Gennadij’s Story indeed implies that different rules count within the Dutch 
detention centres than in the rest of society – or better said, there are no rules. Gennadij reports that 
in the centres he did not properly receive the medication that was prescribed to him, that he was 
being lied to and manipulated, that ‘they’ can do anything to you there, that without help you are 
nothing in these places, and that he wonders where the heart is of the people working there. Hannah 
Arendt - who has, interestingly, coined the term ‘the banality of evil’ for the bureaucratic 
                                                        
29 Agamben 1998, p. 101. 
30 Ibid.,, p. 32. 
31 Ibid., p. 98.  
32 Ibid., p. 99. 
33 Agamben mentions for example the zones d’attente in French international airports, in which foreigners 
can be held for four days before the intervention of the judicial authority. Ibid., pp. 98-99.  
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organisation of the extermination of the Jews under the Nazi-regime - has pointed out that the 
purpose of the concentration camps was to effectively dehumanise its detainees before their lives 
could be traced out without anybody carrying the blame.34 The stories of the ‘avant-garde citizens’ 
indeed lead us to wonder what the purpose of the modern-day detention centres and the socio-
political exclusion of its inhabitants is. 
Peter Weibel, curator and art critic, in an introduction from the catalogue of the exhibition 
The Global Contemporary and the Rise of New Art Worlds (ZKM | Center for Arts & Media, Karlsruhe; 
2013) that he co-curated, also shares his vision as to what the larger goal lying behind the excluding 
mechanism applied by Western(-European) nation-states is. He points out that, considered from the 
viewpoint of Western hegemony, an undesirable side-effect of the globalisation process is that “the 
legitimacy of differentiated systems and subsystems is being called into question by encounters with 
other functional systems.”35 As a response then to this ‘broadening of horizons’, those who were 
previously in power “concentrate[s] on monopolizing the mechanisms of inclusion and exclusion” in 
order to secure the Western hegemony, says Weibel.36 He also notes that the paradox of the ‘space 
of exclusion’ that is the result of this monopolisation-process, is that it is as much kept away from 
participation as it is the necessary surplus for those in power. Agamben also touches upon this 
phenomenon when he writes: “Where there is a People, there will be bare life.”37 Like Agamben, 
Weibel observes that “the First and Third World are intimately bound up with each other,” and that 
colonisation “has a present because its impact persists” in the form of a highly industrialised First 
World that keeps the Third World in an agrarian state as a resource supplier that cannot make use of 
its own raw materials, and as a market that buys goods from the Fist World.38 Put simply: it is the 
‘white men’s countries’, the areas that have adopted capitalist neoliberalism as the economic 
principle at an early stage, who are at the right end of global financial flows.39 According to Weibel, 
the “dynamic quadruple” of capitalism, colonialism, slavery and racism, together have led to five 
hundred years of Western hegemony, which has created “a global geography that is based on the 
structure of exclusion.”40  
                                                        
34 See Arendt 1951 and Arendt 1963. 
35 Weibel 2013, p. 22. 
36 Idem. 
37 Idem and Agamben 1998, p. 101. 
38 Weibel 2013, p. 22. 
39 How strongly ‘being white’ and ‘power’ are seen as linked can also be read from these remarks by one of 
the narrators in Avant-Garde Citizens: “They think they are whites. The Moroccans think that they are in 
Europe. (…) the Arabs, they take themselves for whites, think they’re whites; they quarantine us.” Patric in 
Castro & Ólafsson, Avant-Garde Citizens – Patric’s Story (2007), see Mefang 2010 [fifth sheet, fifth column, 
sixth paragraph from the top].  
40 Weibel 2013, p. 22. 
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Fig. 8 - ThE riGHt tO RighT / WrOng; 2012; installation, newspapers 
 
Fig. 9 - ThE riGHt tO RighT / WrOng; 2012; installation, newspapers 
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In Avant-Garde Citizens, this issue is also touched upon rather literally at some point 
throughout Mpia’s video-portrait (Fig. 4). “European people they kill people, African people”, the 
man states almost immediately after he has started his story. “Is no good,” he continues while he 
turns around towards the camera, to which he is now directly facing. The admonishing effect that 
this sudden direct address to the spectator cannot be denied. Mpia meticulously reminds the viewer 
of the sequence of events around the colonisation and de-colonisation of his country, as he states:  
 
People they come for Europe, because there are problems in Africa (…) Before, yeah it was 
nice, but now everything is bad, bad, bad. Like for my country Congo. Belgium people they do 
nothing for this country. Only they come steal gold, they steal diamonds every time. In this 
country people they die.41  
 
However, as has been illustrated multiple times now, unlike Agamben and Weibel, Castro and 
Ólafsson address the matter in a more ‘playful’ way, that leaves room for interpretation. Due to all 
the destabilising forces at work throughout the portraits, Avant-Garde Citizens’ meaning remains 
‘mobile’, as contrary to an irrefutable truth. The artists sometimes hint at subversions by touching 
upon the loaded topics described above, and the viewer here and there receives cues towards 
possible political messages and explanations, but the work cannot be read as an ‘instruction manual’ 
to ethics.  
 
1.4  HETEROTOPIA 
 
Not unlike the prophets in the time of the biblical Old Testament, Castro and Ólafsson lay bare the 
bleeding wounds of today’s world  which successfully manage to remain concealed most of the time 
by the aid of the system’s many mechanisms to subtly cover up. Similar to Weibel and Agamben, but 
in an art practice-based way, Castro and Ólafsson push upon pain-points of contemporary society 
and hint at the hypocrisy of the underlying structure that defines how power-divisions are arranged 
globally. However, according to a renowned professor in the field of Old Testimony prophecies, the 
core-trait of prophetic voices from the past - their ‘disruptive’ ability to ‘break open’ all established 
socio-political formulas - stems exactly from their poetic quality, or as the professor in question calls 
it: “the prophetic imagination”.42 Also Agamben compares the vision of the contemporary as the 
ability to perceive “in the darkness of heavens” the light travelling to us through the galaxies: “… to 
be contemporary is (…) being able not only to firmly fix your gaze on the darkness of the epoch, but 
                                                        
41 Mpia in: Castro & Ólafsson, Avant-Garde Citizens – Mpia’s Story (2007). 
42 Walter Brueggeman in an interview on ‘The Prophetic Imagination’ in On Being, a radio show presented 
by Krista Tipett, recorded in 2011, available at https://www.onbeing.org/program/prophetic-
imagination-walter-brueggemann/475. 
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also perceive in this darkness a light that, while directed toward us, infinitely distances itself from 
us.”43 The same things can perhaps be said of Castro and Ólafsson, who use the spectator’s ability to 
association to ‘break open’ what is being perceived as ‘normal’ in our globalised socio-political 
reality, with the ultimate goal of encouraging the development of new, alternative forms – 
something I will further elaborate on in the next chapter.  
The artists’ frequent use of humour, an important ‘destabiliser’ throughout their oeuvre, also 
makes a comparison to the figure of the medieval ‘joker’, who had the task to subtly mock the court 
and comment upon its governance, seem to not be out of place. Especially since the artists often 
seem to initially adhere to the existing power structure, but then often subvert from it, which we will 
see more explicitly at work in the third chapter of this thesis. Whoever Castro and Ólafsson are 
compared with, however, the key-point is that with their work they create a ‘space’ in which things 
can be done differently than in contemporary reality. In several works, and perhaps most literally in 
ThE riGHt tO RighT/WrOnG discussed earlier, they create a sort of ‘in-between space’ that is full of 
potential, of possible alternatives. In this light it is interesting to refer to the thinking of Chantal 
Mouffe, a political philosopher who has thought and written many pieces about the political 
potential of art.  
Mouffe emphasises throughout her writing that every social order that at a given moment is 
perceived as natural, together with the ‘common sense’ that accompanies it, is in essence 
hegemonic: things could always have been different and “every order is established through the 
exclusion of other possibilities.”44 With relation to art, this means that every artistic attempt to 
undermine the established order that is merely ‘anti-hegemonic’ in nature, is an undesirable 
alternative to the already existent state of affairs – something we will also touch upon in the next 
chapter.45 Instead of being simply ‘anti’, new “identification possibilities” are being created.46 
Mouffe’s theoretical stance is instead built upon a model of ‘agonistic pluralism’, which is the idea 
that the best way to envisage democratic politics is as a ‘pluralist democracy’: a site of conflict and 
antagonism.47 Instead of seeing agonistic confrontation as a danger for democracy, Mouffe calls it 
“the very condition of its existence.”48 She explains this as follows: “(…) within the ‘we’ that 
constitutes the political community, the opponent is not considered an enemy to be destroyed but 
an adversary whose existence is legitimate. His ideas will be fought with vigour but his right to 
                                                        
43 Agamben 2009, p. 46. 
44 Mouffe 2010, p. 250 and p. 249. 
45 Mouffe 2008, p. 42. 
46 Ibid., p. 41. 
47 Mouffe has developed this idea in e.g. The Democratic Paradox, Londen 2000 and On the Political, 
London 2005. 
48 Mouffe 2010, p. 250. 
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defend them will never be questioned.”49 The only viable solution for democratic politics for her is to 
envisage it as a ‘battlefield’ on which hegemonic projects confront one another. That is why, 
according to her, in our post-politic societies “a much bigger amount of agonistic public spaces is 
urgently desired, wherein everything that is usually obscured by the dominant consensus can come 
to the surface and can be held against the light.”50 
Although Mouffe is here referring to art biennials in particular, it could be argued that Avant-
Garde Citizens, as well as ThE riGHt tO RighT/WrOnG and Lobbyists all provide such ‘agonistic sites’, 
on which existent socio-political practices are being challenged and which allow for the creation of 
new meanings and subjectivities. Especially if we take into account what art historian Claire Bishop 
has written in her famous critique of ‘Relational Aesthetics’ - a term introduced by Nicolas Bourriaud 
to describe particular social art practices -, in  which Bishop to an important extent draws further on 
Mouffe’s thinking.51 Throughout Bishop’s essay, published in an edition of the arts magazine October 
in 2004, the author argues that art works aiming to have significance on a socio-political level should 
contain antagonisms, that is that they should articulate conflict rather than emphasize consensus. At 
a certain point in her essay, Bishop writes: “These artists set up ‘relationships’ that emphasize the 
role of dialogue and negotiation in their art, but do so without collapsing these relationships into the 
work’s content. The relations produced in their performances and installations are marked by 
sensations of unease and discomfort rather than a belonging, because the work acknowledges the 
impossibility of a ‘microtopia’ and instead sustains a tension among viewers, participants, and 
context.”52  
Although Bishop is writing about other artists than Castro and Ólafsson here, taking into 
account what is mentioned in the paragraphs above, it could just as well have been about the work 
of the latter. Avant-Garde Citizens, as well as ThE riGHt tO RighT/WrOnG, seems to recognise the 
point made by both Mouffe and Bishop, that in a  truly democratic space relations of conflict are 
sustained, not erased.53 It provides not a ‘microtopia’, but it could be said to provide a ‘heterotopia’: 
a space in which a new sense of possibility is being established, through the blurring, shaking and 
rumbling of our socio-political reality that often appears to be so fixed.54  
 
1.5 ART AS A REWRITING PROGRAM 
 
                                                        
49 Mouffe 2010, p. 249. 
50 Translated from Mouffe 2008, p. 43. 
51 See Bishop 2004. 
52 Ibid., p. 70. 
53 E. Laclau and C. Mouffe, Hegemony and Socialist Strategy . Towards a Radical Democratic Politics, London 
1985, as summarised in Bishop 2004, p. 66. 
54 The concept of ‘heterotopia’ will be discussed in more detail in chapter three of this thesis. See pp. 52-
53, particularly p. 53.  
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In this sense, Castro and Ólafsson’s work moves into the direction of an active ‘rewriting’ of present 
socio-political reality, which is an artistic undertaking that is also being described by Weibel in his 
already afore-mentioned book.55 Weibel bases the idea of rewriting on the assumption that “every 
system consists of a finite number of elements and a limited number of rules as to how these 
elements are connected and can be sequenced.”56 He explains that in language, these rules 
constitute grammar. In society, these ‘rewriting rules’ are the codes of behaviour, marriage laws, 
traffic laws, rules for cooking, etcetera. Weibel’s point is that, if society is a system, it should be 
possible to apply the idea of rewriting programs to it. He claims that what has been happening in 
nature for millions of years, what we call evolution, is in essence a constant process of rewriting. If 
we compare social systems to natural systems, what follows from this line of thinking is “what we 
have been calling integration, assimilation, inclusion, and exclusion are (…) merely processes of 
rewriting.”57 Interestingly, in the before-mentioned article accompanying Castro and Ólafsson’s 
‘Declaration of Human Wrongs’, Nina Power writes: “Let us then begin to rewrite the declarations in 
a way that addresses the real question of the right to right (…),” after which the articles from the 
‘Declaration of Human Rights’ are turned around in a satirical manner.58 What we witness 
throughout both this latter project and Avant-Garde Citizens, is that established reality, society as we 
know it, has been rendered shaky: Castro and Ólafsson are, as it were, shuffling around its underlying 
‘grammar’.  
This wish for change can also be read from the work’s title. Having a military etymology, the 
word ‘avant-garde’ originally stood for the military ‘front-line’ that was advancing before the rest of 
the troops. It has become a key-term in art history and is closely associated with a desire to change 
society through art. The avant-garde artists often took new artistic turns, fully against the spirit of 
their epoch, they were artists who dared to go against the grain and develop their work in new, 
ground-breaking directions.59 In a similar fashion as Hannah Arendt wrote in her essay ‘We Refugees’ 
(1943) that refugees should be seen as the ‘vanguard’ of their particular people, the art work’s title 
suggests the possibility of a different understanding of citizenship in the future.60  
Agamben also proposes to make the excluded figure of the refugee the starting point for the 
development of alternative models of political formation and organisation. He points at the 
                                                        
55 See Weibel 2013. 
56 Ibid., p. 21. 
57 Ibid., p. 22. 
58 Power, Castro & Ólafsson 2012, p. 3. 
59 Sheikh 2011, pp. 27-30.  
60 Hannah Arendt, ‘We Refugees’, in: Mark Robinson (ed.), Altogether Elsewhere. Writers on Exile, London 
1996, p. 110-119, as summarised in Sheikh 2011, p. 28. Arendt was writing this about her own experience 
as a Jewish refugee from nazi-Germany, but the validity of her remark could perhaps also be valid for the 
broader category of the ‘refugee’.  
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“permanently resident mass of noncitizens who do not want to be and cannot be either naturalized 
or repatriated” that today’s industrialized countries are facing, and concludes that ‘the citizen’ is no 
longer an adequate category given this social-political reality of modern states.61 Agamben adopts 
Tomas Hammer’s neologism ‘denizens’ in order to describe this upcoming group of so-called 
noncitizens, who often have nationalities of origin, but “inasmuch as they prefer not to benefit from 
their own states' protection, they find themselves, as refugees, in a condition of de facto 
statelessness.”62 Agamben considers this self-chosen statelessness to be a viable tool of resistance 
against the political structure of nation-states currently arranging global society. The parallel 
between what Agamben writes and the story of the ‘Dutch’ activist in Castro and Ólafsson’s work 
should be noted (Janneke’s Story; Fig. 2). Janneke, as a means of action, refused to show her passport 
to the authorities and prove that she had a Dutch nationality. 
 For Agamben, the figure of the refugee is the bearer of the promise of a coming political 
community. He states that given the by now unstoppable decline of the nation-state and the general 
corrosion of traditional political juridical categories, the refugee might perhaps be “the only thinkable 
figure for the people of our time and the only category in which one may see today (...) the forms 
and limits of a coming political community.”63 He concludes:  
 
… if we want to be equal to the absolutely new tasks ahead, we will have to abandon 
decidedly, without reservation, the fundamental concepts through which we have so far 
represented the subjects of the political (…) and build our political philosophy anew, starting 
from the one and only figure of the refugee.64  
 
It is almost as if Castro and Ólafsson directly respond to this poignant call. To apply the tag ‘avant-
garde’, a word which used to describe progressive cultural producers, to the outcasts of 
contemporary society that are portrayed in their video-project, is a gesture of which the significance 
should not be overlooked. The ‘non-citizens’ on screen now become the carriers of the enlightening 
torch, who bring to light what is usually successfully kept in the dark, and who are fighting upfront in 
a battle for new, alternative forms of citizenship and belonging in the future. In this sense, the work’s 
title contains a promise: it stands for the beginning of a global rewriting program that will change 
today’s socio-political society. How Castro and Ólafsson seek to engage the spectator in this project, 
will now be discussed in the following chapter. 
  
                                                        
61 Agamben 2000, p. 23. 
62 Idem. 
63 Ibid., p. 17. 
64 Idem. 
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Chapter two - On emancipation and spectatorship 
 
 
“… the political is a calculus (…). But one must make it play (…). That’s when you loosen not just 
rights, but responsibility in this very peculiar sense: attending to the other in such a way that you 
call forth a response. To be able to do that is what I’m calling the poetic for the moment, because 
that brings in another impossible dimension, the necessary dimension of the political. (…)This is 
why I can talk about a suspension of the analytical – not a throwing away of the analytical, but 
another way of learning dialogue.”  
- Gayatri Spivak in Politics-Poetics: Document X: the book 
 
“It is in this power of associating and dissociating that the emancipation of the spectator consists – 
that is to say, the emancipation of each of us as spectator. Being a spectator is not some passive 
condition that we should transform into activity. It is our normal situation.”  
- Jacques Rancière in The Emancipated Spectator 
 
What became clear throughout the previous chapter is that the active engagement of the spectator 
with what is presented to her, and the development of a new sense of possibility within the spectator 
with regard to the way various socio-political situations are structured, are important objectives in 
Libia Castro and Ólafur Ólafsson’s artistic practice and can be seen as part of an ‘emancipatory logic’ 
underlying their work. As was already implied in the discussion of Avant-Garde Citizens, the duo’s 
projects are often intended as catalysts for socio-political change. Indeed, descriptions of their work 
in exhibition or gallery texts rarely fail to mention the artists’ concern to relate to the socio-political 
reality of today’s, post-fordist world, with its flexible subjectivities under pressure due to the decline 
of the nation-state and the rise of global markets and corporations.65 Also Castro and Ólafsson 
themselves consider the fact that they are strongly drawn to “emancipatory questions” as a decisive 
force behind their work.66  
Fully in line with this, Avant-Garde Citizens testifies a desire to inform its audience upon a 
socio-political issue that its subjects most likely does not ‘deal with’ from so closely on an everyday 
basis. Castro and Ólafsson’s Lobbyists, the work that will form the predominant focus of this chapter, 
similarly introduces its viewers to a world that will be unknown territory for most of them. The video 
work, that was nominated for the prestigious Dutch art prize the Prix de Rome in 2009, provides a 
glance behind the thick and highly secured walls of the ‘Fortress of Europe’: the headquarters of the 
European Union in the city of Brussels. For a bit less than 20 minutes, the viewer is able to follow 
several lobbyists - and counter-lobbyists - performing their daily work in and surrounding the 
European Parliament. From watching the film, the spectator learns that there exists a small army of 
                                                        
65 See for example the artist description on the website of Waterside Contemporary gallery in London, 
available at: http://waterside-contemporary.com/artists/castro-olafsson/).  
66 Castro & Ólafsson in an interview with Ellen Blumenstein about their contribution to the Venice 
Biennale of 2012: Blumenstein 2011, p. 121. 
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lobbyists and counter-lobbyists that circulates around the centre of political power, where it informs, 
advises and closes deals with members of the European Parliament and political parties. The job of 
these lobbyists consists of trying to influence European legislation and policy-making, either in the 
name of commercial businesses and corporations, or, in the case of the counter-lobbyists working for 
climate-organisations or other non-profit initiatives, primarily bearing the well-being of humankind 
and other living organisms in mind.  
The film footage is supported and bound together by a text that was specifically 
commissioned for this project and is written by Tamasin Cave, who is a journalist and director of 
Spinwatch.67 The article summarises and explains how in the late 1990’s the European Parliament 
was voting on legislation that would allow drug companies to patent genes developed in their 
research. “The Parliament was the site of a determined fight over (…) the right to patent life, with 
animal-rights campaigners and religious groups facing of the pharmaceutical  industry,” the viewer is 
being informed not long after the beginning of the film. In light of the previous chapter, where 
Foucault’s notion of ‘bio-politics’ as taken further by Giorgio Agamben was discussed, the artists’ 
choice to focus on precisely this topic in a video on the political practice of lobbying, is perhaps not 
entirely without significance. Indeed, quite tellingly, the voice-over continues: “Britain’s Chief Rabbi 
and a lead-bishop accused the firms of trying to play God.” And like this, within the first minute of 
the film, the first questions are already being raised.  
 
2.1 POLITICS-POETICS 
 
However, the emergence of questions within the viewer should not solely be attributed to the 
content that is presented in the shape of the text. Viewing the film in its entirety can count as a 
rather estranging experience, and the spectator’s confusion will strongly differ from what she feels 
when watching a ‘normal documentary’. In order to understand why it is that Castro and Ólafsson 
seek to create such a “disconcerting and at times dissenting set-up”68, it might be of some 
importance to dive a bit deeper into the debate on issues of emancipation and spectatorship 
surrounding the viewing of contemporary art. One of the most influential theories that has recently 
been published around these topics is the book The Emancipated Spectator (2011) by French 
philosopher Jacques Rancière. Although Castro and Ólafsson’s artistic approach may not align with 
                                                        
67 Spinwatch is a project of Public Interest Investigations, a non-profit company carrying out research into 
social, political, environmental and health issues in the UK and Europe, in particular the way that the 
public relations (PR) industry and corporate and government propaganda distort public debate and 
undermine democracy. Cave is also leading the Alliance for Lobbying Transparency campaign, as well as 
co-author, with Andy Rowell, of A Quiet Word: Lobbying, Crony Capitalism and Broken Politics in Britain 
London: The Bodley Head, 2014. 
68 Ólafsson in the aforementioned interview with Blumenstein, Blumenstein 2011, p. 122. 
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Rancière’s theoretic stance in all aspects, as will also become clear from this chapter, it will prove to 
be of value to discuss Rancière’s thinking here, as the philosopher does have some interesting 
observations about the artist-spectator relationship that also seem to be of relevance whenever one 
seeks to provide a theoretic framework for Castro and Ólafsson’s artistic oeuvre.  
The main argument, running like a red thread throughout Rancière’s book, is: if an artist is 
attempting to arrive at the intellectual emancipation of his audience, he can never achieve this from 
taking a ‘didactic position’, as such a relation would presuppose some sort of superior position in 
knowledge of the artist. Rancière’s theory must be seen as an academic attack to or a revision of a 
notion that he considers to be underlying most historic and contemporary forms of social art. 
According to Rancière, the emancipatory aspect in the majority of these practices lies in the 
enlightenment of a spectator that is herself blind towards the ‘spectacle’ – the spectacle being the 
‘hidden reality’ that is believed to be underlying the modern Western world ever since the onset of 
industrialisation. The spectacle was famously described by Guy Debord in his 1967 book The Society 
of the Spectacle, in which he characterised it as the condition of the world since the adoption of 
capitalism as the economic system, that has brought forth a world in which nothing is what it seems 
and everything functions as a way to trick people into consumerism.69 Rancière considers the idea 
that the revelation of this condition to the spectator will lead to the latter’s political mobilisation to 
be still the common belief prevailing in social art practices. 
At first glance, this might seem to be a theoretical stance on which Rancière and Castro and 
Ólafsson differ, given the fact that the previous chapter of this thesis demonstrated that the work of 
the latter, at least to a certain extent, seems to be aimed at doing exactly this: to ‘unmask’ the 
underlying structures and mechanisms of our socio-political global reality that is increasingly defined 
by capitalism. However, when the book is read in its entirety, this suggests that Rancière’s critical 
arrows are aimed more specifically at those artistic practices in which, as a response to the forces of 
commodification penetrating also the sphere of artistic production, the artists seek to transform the 
art audience into active agents and the spectacle into a communal performance.70 The participatory 
practices associated with the term ‘Relational Aesthetics’, that decisively came up as a tendency from 
the early 1990s onwards, seem to be the exemplification of such social art.71 In his book, Rancière 
condemns the logic behind these social art practices that appears to assume that the audience 
consists of aesthetically and politically inactive bodies. He fiercely objects against the idea that the 
spectator has to be taken by the hand by the artist who would know exactly what is right for her, 
who would, in other words, be able to perceive the distance between the spectator’s ignorance and 
                                                        
69 Rancière 2011, in: ‘The Misadventures of Critical Thought’, pp. 25-49.  
70 Ibid., pp. 7-8. 
71 See also Bishop 2012. 
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a certain form of knowledge, and who would know exactly what is needed to bridge the gap between 
the two. The notion that the artist would know precisely what the spectator needs to have the scales 
come of her eyes is considered to be a somewhat arrogant idea by Rancière, an idea that he strongly 
opposes.72  
Although Castro and Ólafsson’s work is often ‘participatory’ in the sense that the artists work 
together with many varying groups of people in the process of making the works, these 
collaborations always lead to a more ‘tangible’ piece of art as a result, a “third thing” that is standing 
between the artist and the spectator – which, as will become clear further on in this chapter, 
Rancière considers to be a bare necessity for intellectual emancipation.73 In Castro and Ólafsson’s 
practice, it is never the mere performance of a ‘collaboration’ or of the ‘project’ itself that is the ‘end 
result’. Moreover, in line with what Rancière dictates, the meaning of the third thing, of the art work 
standing between the artists and the spectator, is never immobile or irrefutable, but is always 
negotiable, as will become particularly clear in the last chapter of this thesis. In the first chapter, the 
reader has been able to witness that the ‘activation of the spectator’ in Castro and Ólafsson’s 
practice does not exist of the literal interactivity with or in the participation of the spectator in a 
particular event or performance set up by the artists, but that it lies in the encouragement of the 
spectator - through the use of certain artistic strategies - to internalise, or to appropriate what is 
presented to her via the work. There is no simple transfer of knowledge from the artists to the 
spectator, but the spectator’s own experiences, associations and frames of reference play an 
important role in the process. The goal is that the spectator creates or composes her own 
knowledge. 
This is also an important idea and ideal in Rancière’s thinking. It is exactly this process that he 
seeks to describe throughout his book: that there can be no direct and clean-cut transmission of the 
artist’s intentions to the spectator, but that instead the constitution of meaning takes place 
somewhere in the interplay between what the artist put in the work and what is ‘taken home’ from it 
by the spectator.74 Following Rancière, the constitution of meaning evolves never completely as the 
artist had foreseen or intended, as the spectator is simply not ‘ignorant’ and the artist’s ‘knowledge’ 
presented by the art work will always have to pass through the filter of the spectator’s own 
knowledge upon the topic, through her own experiences and frames of reference as a consequence. 
This means that in essence Rancière’s understanding of emancipation and the kind envisioned by 
Castro and Ólafsson do not differ. 
                                                        
72 Rancière 2011, pp. 8-11. 
73 Ibid., pp. 14-15. 
74 Ibid., p. 14.  
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What I will attempt to demonstrate now, is that also their concepts of what a political art 
work is ought to entail in order to be a potential catalyst for socio-political change, have a lot in 
common. Rancière concludes from what has been described above that the ‘outcome’ or the ‘effect’ 
that ‘political art’ has on its viewer, as manifested in the ‘political actions’ the latter will take after 
having seen or experienced such an artwork, are always unforeseen and unpredictable.75 A logical 
consequence of this line of thinking, is that artistic practices seeking to embody a critical position in 
relation to the socio-political arena are completely ineffective if they merely present a 
‘thematisation’ of the socio-political topic they seek to address.76 For an art work that is univocal in 
its meaning or message would not be more than a prescription for what political action is to be taken 
by the viewer, or a sort of ‘moral manifesto’ proclaiming a certain party-politics – which, again, 
would presuppose a superior position of the artist’s knowledge. Rancière has set out this line of 
thinking in further detail in his later publication Politics of Aesthetics. The Distribution of the Sensible, 
in which he draws the attention to the affective capabilities of art that avoids the pitfalls of a didactic 
critical position in favour of rupture and ambiguity.77 In a key-passage, he states that:  
 
Suitable political art would ensure, at one and the same time, the production of double 
effect: the readability of a political signification and a sensible or perceptual shock caused, 
conversely, by the uncanny, by that which resists signification. In fact, this ideal  effect is 
always the object of a negotiation between opposites, between the readability of the 
message that threatens to destroy the sensible form of art and the radical uncanniness that 
threatens to destroy all political meaning.78 
 
Thus, according to Rancière, art can only become political when the two forms of differentiation - the 
manner in which the communal is being conceived, and the manner in which the world of the senses 
is being divided into images, words, sounds and gestures - begin to overlap or interfere with one 
another.79 Following Rancière, political art must negotiate the tension that on the one hand pushes 
art towards ‘life’, i.e. socio-political reality as we know it, and on the other separates aesthetic 
“sensoriality” from other forms of sensible experience.80 That is, it should speak both of the world 
and to the senses. 
In my discussion of Castro and Ólafsson’s work Avant-Garde Citizens in the previous chapter, 
it already came to the fore that the work relates to the tangible world, that it ‘pushes towards life’ as 
                                                        
75 Rancière 2011, p. 15. 
76 See also Höller 2008, in particular p. 121.  
77 This is also noted in Bishop 2012, p. 29. 
78 Rancière 2012, p. 63.  
79 Idem. 
80 I have copied this insight from Bishop 2012, pp. 29-30, who summarises Rancière 2009, p. 46.  
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Rancière would put it, as much as it takes a distance or departs from it. One of the artistic strategies 
used to establish this effect was to, by allowing the friction between different layers of meaning 
within the work, diffuse the boundaries between a problematic socio-political situation - the outer 
world - and the spectator’s associative capabilities that arouse her emotional involvement - the inner 
world - with what was presented. This approach thus seems to be in line with the theoretic point 
made by Rancière that critical art should “borrow the connections that foster political intelligibility 
from the zones of indistinction between art and the other spheres,” and that it is exactly from this 
singularity, or ‘solitary position’ of the art work - anchored in its dual nature; that is, the fact that it 
pushes towards ‘life’ as well as it, conversely and at the same time, sets aesthetic sensoriality apart 
from the other forms of sensory experience - that it has to borrow the sense of a sensible 
heterogeneity which can feed political “energies of refusal”.81 With the latter Rancière points at the 
work’s capacity to awaken these energies of ‘revolution’ within the audience. In the philosopher’s 
view, the friction of these different spheres within the work, then ideally produces the formation of 
elements that are “capable of speaking twice (…): on the basis of their legibility and from the basis of 
their illegibility.”82  
 
 
Fig. 10 – Lobbyists; 2009; video, HD video, colour, sound, 16’33” 
                                                        
81 Rancière 2009, p. 46. For Rancière, the ‘singularity of art’ stems from “an identification of its own 
autonomous forms both with forms of life and with political possibilities. These possibilities can never be 
integrally implemented except at the price of abolishing the singularity of art, that of politics, or both 
together.” Rancière 2012, p. 60. 
82 Rancière 2009, p. 46. 
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If this logic is now being applied to Lobbyists, more or less the same principle will seem to be 
at work. At the beginning of this chapter it was already noted that the film provides the viewer a 
considerable amount of information upon a certain political topic. In this sense, the work can be said 
to contain some very ‘readible’ elements. However, like is the case in Avant-Garde Citizens, a 
destabilisation of meaning takes place. The work’s legibility is not only countered by the presentation 
of the clashing political viewpoints that are expressed by the different parties that appear on screen 
throughout the film, but moreover through the juxtaposition of heterogeneous ‘signs’ or concepts 
and figural elements. As a consequence, familiar rules and values come to stand next to each other in 
a new, mixed-up and thus ‘confusing’ relational order, that can count as ‘illegible’. The application of 
this artistic strategy is meant to generate a game in which familiar signs can gain a new significance, 
meaning: an impulse for the development of new alternatives to existing socio-political 
conventions.83 Indeed, in a conversation with the artists, Castro remarked that “the European 
Parliament is such a mediatised image. People are used to a certain way in which this environment is 
presented to them. Our goal was to break through this image and ‘stir things up’ a bit.”84  
The presence of both legible and illegible elements within Castro and Ólafsson’s work, 
answers to the criteria that Rancière sketches for “suitable political art”.85 It remains questionable, 
however, whether Rancière would agree to the chosen approach through which the artists seek to 
establish this effect, as the latter to a large extent make use of the so-called ‘alienation’ or 
‘estrangement’ effect – an artistic strategy closely associated with the ‘epic theatre’ of Bertolt Brecht 
(1898-1956). Brecht’s theatrical approach was strongly inspired by a Marxist belief that the theatre 
was the place par excellence where the eyes of the spectator could and should be opened to the 
‘society of the spectacle’ – a logic which, as has already been mentioned, Rancière strongly 
condemns.  
The artists’ application of this artistic strategy can for example be recognised in the way that, 
throughout the film, Cave’s journalist article is being made audible. The film starts with the trained 
voice of an actress, Caroline Dalton, who reads the text out loud in perfect, very precise and clean-
cut English. At seemingly random moments, however, the calm female voice is being alternated with 
parts of the text being performed in a completely different style: Castro and Ólafsson have asked the 
Icelandic reggae-group Hjálmar to compose parts of the text to music and perform these. Obviously, 
having the laidback rhythm of the Reggae-music combined with images of highly professional 
government officials and the sterile atmosphere characterising governmental buildings, creates a 
rather estranging effect to say the least – and it is one that is not without humour. Once again, as 
                                                        
83 See also Blumenstein 2011, p. 122. 
84 Castro in a conversation with the author, 12 February 2016, Rotterdam.  
85 Rancière 2012, p. 63.  
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was also remarked in consideration of the portrait of Mpia in Avant-Garde Citizens, the viewer’s 
occasional tendency to giggle works destabilising as well as it causes the viewer to keep a certain 
critical distance in relation to the work.  
There are more comic moments appearing throughout the video. There is for example a 
scene in which we see a group of professionally dressed governmental officials organised around big, 
round tables during a dinner-event. At some point, we see a document being handed out to 
everyone. One of the people at the table holds out his hand to receive a copy, but every time the 
man reaches for the hand-out, the piece of paper gets withdrawn by someone who is located outside 
of the screen (Fig. 10). It is an example of one of the ‘funny’ episodes in the film - especially as the 
person in question visibly tries to keep his composure - and probably also not entirely without 
significance in a film that is about the profession of lobbying, and thus about the art of negotiation. 
The opening scene may count as another example, in which the viewer sees  a group of hired actors 
that are passionately engaged in a tug of war duel right in front of the European Parliament’s 
headquarters in Brussels (Fig. 11; 12). The men and women are dressed up as cowboys and wear 
slogans like ‘public interest’ on their hats. On the banners that they are carrying are the faces of 
government officials, accompanied by the words “WANTED” or “UNWANTED” written above. The 
playfulness of this scene is, again, entirely alien to the rest of the officially dressed characters 
appearing on screen in the remaining 18,5 minutes or so, and does not match the level of ‘formality’ 
or ‘seriousness’ that one would expect from a film that is about the absolute epicentre of political 
power in Europe.  
 
 
Fig. 11 – Lobbyists; 2009; video, HD video, colour, sound, 16’33” 
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Fig. 12 – Lobbyists; 2009; video, HD video, colour, sound, 16’33” 
 
Castro and Ólafsson’s application of Brecht’s “Verfremdungseffekt”  in this way is intended as 
a means to sharpen the spectator’s perception. In Avant-Garde Citizens this was achieved by the 
allowance of conflicting layers of meaning within the work, in Lobbyists it is established by the fact 
that what the spectator sees and hears will often be unexpected and counter-intuitive. The artists 
create a “disconcerting and at times dissenting set-up” that again asks for an active engagement 
from the spectator, in the sense that the latter will have to pay careful attention to what it is exactly 
that is presented to her by the art work.86 In addition to the use of Brecht’s technique, Castro and 
Ólafsson borrow from other key-players and often-used strategies of the historical avant-garde to 
open up new levels of perception. The use of the détournement in their on-going project Your 
Country Doesn’t Exist is an example of this, which I will further elaborate on in the final chapter of 
this thesis.87 Other avant-garde forms often recurring throughout the duo’s oeuvre and that are all 
strongly echoing the artistic language of Dada and Marcel Duchamp, are elements of absurdism, 
chance, and play, and a love for the artist manifesto as well as for the art of dressing up (Fig. 13; 14; 
15).88 At first glance, Castro and Ólafsson’s frequent use of these artistic means seems to contradict 
Rancière’s emancipatory logic, as he so fiercely opposes to them for the reason that they were often 
                                                        
86 Ólafsson in the aforementioned interview with Blumenstein, Blumenstein 2011, p. 122. 
87 The strategy of the détournement played an important part in the Situationist International movement 
that was on its zenith during the 1960’s. 
88 Dressing up can for example be seen in La Vida es Un Contratiempo, where ‘male’ and ‘female’ dress are 
‘reversed’, and in The Constitution of the Icelandic Republic, where the members of the choir performing 
the work are put into clownesque costumes. 
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imbued with a great deal of didacticism.89 However, despite Castro and Ólafsson’s flirtation with 
these techniques, they seem to be aware of the dangers of at least Brecht’s approach. Whereas 
Brecht called his theatrical pieces “Lehrstück”, which can be translated literally with “teaching play”, 
Castro and Ólafsson, as will become clear in the coarse of this chapter, use his strategies in a way 
that is more in dialogue with the topic of the art work, rather than they take a didactic stance upon 
it. 
 
2.2 EVERYBODY LEARNS 
 
Instead of an artist-spectator relationship that is didactical or ‘asymmetric’ in nature, Rancière pleads 
for interpretation of this relationship that is based on the model of the ‘ignorant schoolmaster’. He 
borrows this term from Joseph Jacotot, a French teacher and pedagogue living at the beginning of 
the 19th century, who caused a scandal at the time by claiming that one ignoramus could teach 
another what he himself did not know.90 Jacotot came up with a theory of intellectual emancipation 
that presupposed the equality of intelligences between a master and his pupil. In this model, the 
distance that the pupil has to cover is no longer “the gulf between her ignorance and the 
schoolmaster’s knowledge”, but it is “simply the path from what she already knows to what she does 
not yet know, but which she can learn as she has learnt the rest…”91 In Rancière’s adoption of this 
model, the ‘master’ now signifies the artist and the word ‘pupil’ equals the spectator – and perhaps 
the other way around, as the rest of this chapter will now illustrate.  
Applying Jacotot’s theory to the question of contemporary spectatorship leads Rancière to 
conclude that intellectual emancipation does not arise from an artist-spectator relationship that is 
one of inequality in which knowledge transfers from the knowing artist to the ignorant viewer, but 
that it should instead be interpreted as a ‘joint intellectual adventure’ of the artist and spectator. It 
arises simply where the distance between what one knows to what one does not know is being 
bridged. This distance should be considered as a ‘two-way street’ between the artist and the 
audience, or as Rancière puts it: “This shared power of the equality of intelligence links individuals, 
makes them exchange their intellectual adventures…”92 In his reading of the artist-spectator 
relationship, both the artist and the spectator translate their “intellectual adventures” for the other 
as well as they counter-translate the translations of their own adventures which they present to the 
other.93 Thus, the spectator is not ‘passive’ and in need of the artist to redeem her from her state of 
                                                        
89 Rancière 2011, e.g. p. 27.  
90 Ibid., i.e. pp. 8-9.  
91 Ibid., p. 11. 
92 Ibid., p. 17. 
93 Ibid., p. 11. 
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ignorance, but, just like the artist, she is always already an agent – observing, selecting, comparing, 
interpreting, and linking what she sees to other things that she has already seen and already knows.94 
She has the ability to translate and interpret, to make new associations and disassociations from the 
spectacle, offered in the form of the art work, that she views. The artwork is then not some superior 
form of knowledge, that is to be bestowed upon the spectator, but it is simply the artist’s translation 
of his own intellectual adventure, merely the stage that the artist constructs in order to exhibit the 
manifestation and effect of his skills.95 
That Lobbyists can be interpreted as such a translation of the artists’ own intellectual 
adventure, is implied by the way in which the process of the film’s making evolved. During an artist 
talk that accompanied a public screening of the film in Brussels, Ólafsson remarked that, before they 
started filming, both Castro and himself were as good as ignorant upon the topic being held under 
scrutiny.96 While they recorded every conversation that they had and every meeting they attended, 
in short, as they carefully registered everything that was happening around them, they learned 
everything from scratch at the site of the Brussels Parliament, where they remained for almost the 
two entire months that it took to shoot the film. The artwork that this artistic adventure has resulted 
in can be interpreted as the “third thing” standing between the artist and the spectator, just like the 
book or some other piece of writing in the relationship between the schoolmaster and his novice in 
Jacotot’s theory of the ignorant schoolmaster, that is “alien to both” and which both can refer to, to 
“verify what the pupil [the spectator] has seen, what she says about it and what she thinks of it.”97 
This artwork forms the mediator that compromises a one-to-one transmission of the artist’s 
knowledge to the spectator, as its meaning is “owned by no one,” rather it “subsists between them 
and excludes any uniform transmission, any identity of cause and effect.”98 According to Rancière, 
the exchange of acquired knowledge, which is taking place via the ‘third thing’ or this ‘stage’ 
constructed by the artist, is then not so different from “the telling of a story, the reading of a book, 
or the gaze focused on an image.”99 The fact that Lobbyists is a video work presenting ‘mediated 
content’ makes sure that a certain distance is held in tact that is lost in performance art. 
In both video works that have been discussed in this thesis so far, we have seen that the 
spectator is not forced into a clear and particular reading of the work, but is rather merely given an 
extra push to be critical of the socio-political issue that is presented to her. Castro and Ólafsson 
                                                        
94 Rancière 2011, p. 13. 
95Ibid., p. 22.  
96 Ólafsson during his ‘artist talk’ after the screening of Lobbyists during the film programme The Cost of 
Wealth. 1: ‘What Makes Europe?’, curated by Florian Wüst, 13 October 2015 at CINEMATEK (Koninklijk 
Belgisch Filmarchief), Brussels. 
97 Rancière 2011, p. 14 and p. 15. 
98 Ibid., p. 15. 
99 Ibid., p. 22. 
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seem, as is in line with the theoretic stance that Rancière proclaims, not to be interested in teaching 
the spectator a particular body of knowledge, as much as a way of looking at the world that will help 
her to be aware of the ‘constructedness’ of it all, and thus of the fact that the way ‘we do things’ in 
our societies should not be taken for granted but can be changed. In fact, the artists even explicitly 
encourage the audience to take a critical perspective towards their work, as can for example be read 
in the ‘Viewer Manifesto” that they wrote for their MFA in Groningen. “Dare to be open,” it says: 
“Dare to look. Dare to see. Dare to feel. Dare to touch. Dare to get surprised. Dare to be critical. Dare 
to disagree. Dare to look beyond. Dare to go too far. Dare to not get anywhere. Dare to 
experience”.100 The artists thus order the spectator to “venture into the forest of things and signs,” 
and say what they have seen and what they think of what they have seen accordingly, to verify it and 
have it verified.101 Like Rancière, they understand the audience to consist of active interpreters who 
will develop their own translation of the ‘story’ that the artists are telling them; the spectators will 
appropriate the work and make it their own by subtracting their own meaning from it.102 
 
 
Fig. 13 – La vida es un contratiempo; 2007; photography, c-type prints, 2x50x75cm 
 
                                                        
100 Ólafsson in the aforementioned interview with Blumenstein, Blumenstein 2011, p. 124. 
101 Rancière 2011, p. 11. 
102 See also Ibid., p. 22. 
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Fig. 14 - Untitled (Portrait of the artists wearing the Icelandic women´s costume; Peysuföt and 
Upphlutur); 2000/06; photography, c-type print, 50x75cm 
 
 
 
Fig. 15 – Constitution of the republic of Iceland; 2011; video installation, SD video, colour, sound, 21 
A1 posters, dotted T-shirts, dresses, wooden benches, 45’ approx 
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In other words, around the artwork then arises a new “idiom” whose effect, according to 
Rancière, “cannot be anticipated.”103 Understood like this, the art work functions much like a  
‘conversation piece’, surrounded by a sphere of the exchange of stories. Castro and Ólafsson seem to 
encourage these different readings of their work, as they seek to show their work in a wide range of 
different environments and contexts, ranging from universities, film festivals, NGOs, and activist 
websites and events, whose audiences will, to a certain extent, inevitably read these works in a 
different way, and above all: differently from art professionals.104 I myself, for example, saw Lobbyists 
in combination with four other films of different kinds, as part of a film-program titled The Cost of 
Wealth. Part One: What makes Europe?105 During the public discussion time that followed upon the 
film’s screening, where also one of the experts who were figuring in the film was invited, Ólafsson 
himself remarked that the artists often learn something themselves from all these different readings, 
which they, on their turn, subsequently try to connect to. Like Rancière, Castro and Ólafsson can thus 
be said to consider the sphere of intellectual emancipation surrounding their artwork –the key-
characteristic of an “emancipated community”106– as  a ‘two-way-street’, as a dialogue, a sphere of 
reciprocity. As Rancière has it and as Castro and Ólafsson’s practice seems to reflect, emancipation 
arises when the boundaries between seeing, doing and speaking are being blurred.107 When the 
relationship between artist and spectator is no longer characterised by the presupposed transmission 
of ‘clean-cut knowledge’ travelling from the artist on to the spectator, the artist - like the ignorant 
schoolmaster - can pass on knowledge that he does not possess himself.108  
 
2.3 RUPTURE & AMBIGUITY: TOWARDS ‘DISSENSUS’ 
 
In a chapter titled “The misadventures of critical thought”, Rancière proposes that political art should 
be founded in what he calls a model of “dissensus”, in order to prevent the development of a double 
logic in which any critical stance that is being taken merely forms a “critique of critique” or yet 
“another twist” added to the reversals that “forever maintain the same machinery.”109 Rancière 
explains the approach that he proposes as follows:  
 
 
                                                        
103 Rancière 2011, p. 22. 
104 Ólafsson in the aforementioned interview with Blumenstein, Blumenstein 2011, p. 124. 
105 The Cost of Wealth. 1: ‘What Makes Europe?’, curated by Florian Wüst, 13 October 2015 at CINEMATEK 
(Koninklijk Belgisch Filmarchief), Brussels. The expert mentioned is Erik Wesselius from the ALTER-EU 
(Alliance for Lobbying Transparency and Ethics Regulation in the EU). 
106 Rancière 2011, p. 22.  
107 Ibid., pp. 19-21. The overlap in which Rancière and Castro and Ólafsson understand emancipation has 
also been pointed out by Budak, see Budak 2011, p. 80. 
108 Rancière 2011, p. 14. 
109 Ibid., pp. 25-49, in particular p. 45 and p. 48.  
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What there is are simply scenes of dissensus, capable of surfacing in any place and at any time. 
(…) It means that every situation can be cracked open from the inside, reconfigured in a 
different regime of perception and signification. To reconfigure the landscape of what can be 
seen and what can be thought is to alter the field of the possible and the distribution of 
capacities and incapacities. (…) This is what a process of political subjectivation consists in: in 
the action of uncounted capacities that crack open the unity of the given and obviousness of 
the visible, in order to sketch a new topography of the possible. 
 
Rancière appears to be saying here that critical art - that always ultimately seeks to contribute, in one 
way or another, to the emancipation of its audience - should not be solely pointing out what is going 
wrong within society and politics, but that it should investigate or “crack open” everything ‘from the 
inside’. The reader might notice the strong parallel, in both the choice of words as well as in what is 
proposed, with the viewpoints concerning critical art of both Chantal Mouffe and Claire Bishop that 
have been discussed in the previous chapter. Mouffe and Bishop argue for an agonistic 
understanding of political art, which leads to an artistic approach in which the artwork does not point 
a blaming finger towards the topic held under scrutiny, but somehow manages to destabilise its 
current reality and thus to let reality shake upon its foundations.  
This change in the approach towards the performance of criticism, has also been described 
by Irit Rogoff, a researcher stemming from the field of Cultural Studies. She has formulated what this 
change entails in an article carrying the significant title “From Academy to Potentiality”, where she 
writes:  
 
… we have moved from criticism which is a form of finding fault and of exercising judgement 
according to a consensus of values, to critique which is examining the underlying 
assumptions that might allow something to appear as a convincing logic, to criticality which is 
operating from an uncertain ground of actual embeddedness. By this I mean that criticality 
while building on critique wants nevertheless to inhabit culture in a relation other than one 
of critical analysis; other than one of illuminating flaws, locating elisions, allocating blames.110 
 
Not only does Rogoff throughout this article give expression to an understanding of education and 
the enhancement of knowledge that shows many similarities with Rancière’s thinking set out in The 
Emancipated Spectator, this key-passage in the article beautifully paraphrases also the viewpoints of 
Mouffe and Bishop. Both a model of dissensus and a model of pluralist agonism, as defended by 
these thinkers, ultimately come down to more or less the same principle that Rogoff in her article 
                                                        
110 Rogoff 2006, p. 8. 
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proclaims: when practising criticism, one should always be aware of, and acknowledging the fact that 
other viewpoints are possible. That such an understanding of criticism indeed, as the quote above 
implies, means that one does not always have the answers but that one acts from the ‘uncertain 
ground’ of ‘actual embeddedness’, will be the central concern of the next chapter of this thesis. 
Extended to the arena of art, this understanding of critical practice means that political art 
can only be viable if it engages with the spectator’s ability to associate and dissociate, through the 
presentation of a juxtaposition of heterogeneous signs and forms that together generate a 
reordering of socio-political rules and values, from which the creation of new, unexpected and 
unpredictable socio-political forms and possibilities might or might not arise. In other words, only art 
that allows for various interpretations can be constructive instead of merely de(con)structive – which 
much critical art, unfortunately, as is demonstrated by Rancière in his chapter “The Misadventures of 
Critical Thought”, has proved to be so far. Only if an artwork is understood as a conversation piece, 
to parts of which the spectator is able to relate or unrelated, agree or disagree, connect or dissociate, 
when it provides a platform on which critical thinking can be performed and exchanged, it can be a 
space within society where experimental ideas might be launched and reconsidered, criticised and 
adjusted, discussed and adopted or proposed and rejected. In such an understanding of critical art, in 
which the spectator plays the role of an active interpreter, the art work becomes a site of potentiality 
- a potential catalyst for change. 
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Chapter three – On ‘site-relatedness’ and contemporaneity 
 
“The ones who can call themselves contemporary are only those who do not allow themselves to 
be blinded by the lights of the century, and so  manage to get a glimpse of the shadows in those 
lights, of their intimate obscurity.”  
- Giorgio Agamben in ‘What Is The Contemporary?’ 
 
“‘There are no facts,’ wrote Nietzsche, ‘only interpretations.’ This is why the modern favors the 
event over monumental order, the ephemeral over an eternity writ in stone; it is a defense of 
fluidity against omnipresent reification.”  
- Nicolas Bourriaud in The Radicant 
 
 
What all works discussed so far in this thesis have in common, is that they rely for their realisation on 
the involvement of different others – be it groups, individuals, or other artists. The people that 
Castro and Ólafsson work with are often somehow connected to the site that the artists are working 
from, either physically or thematically. For example: the artists became acquainted with the ‘avant-
garde citizens’ discussed at the beginning of this thesis, via a group of people who regularly visit the 
undocumented migrants imprisoned at the detention centre at Rotterdam Airport in the 
Netherlands.111 In the case of the work Lobbyists, the list of contributors involved is even longer: it 
includes actors, a journalist, the reggae-group, and several lobbyists, to name only a few. ‘The Partial 
Declaration of Human Wrongs’ that appeared as a part of ThE riGHt tO RighT/WrOng also discussed 
in the second chapter, equally arose in collaboration with a third party.  
Working together with local groups and parties that they meet as a result of their 
international career, their personal itinerary being defined by their participation in biennials, 
international exhibitions and artist-in-residency programs, provides the artists with a way to quickly 
engage with the dynamics of locality and the circumstances at any new site they traverse. The 
projects resulting from these interactions are frequently aimed to reveal the current social, cultural 
or political concerns of the site in question. The video-work Caregivers (2009; Fig. 16) and the public 
intervention Uterus Flags (2009; Fig. 17) for instance, both developed out of the artists’ fascination 
for the dense history of female-labour in the area of Rovereto in Italy where the 7th edition of the 
Manifesta took place in 2009.112 Another strong case in point would be the work Constitution of the 
Republic of Iceland, for which the artists asked the already aforementioned composer Karólína 
Eiríksdóttir to transform the constitution of Iceland into a musical composition (2007/2011; Fig. 15). 
This project was started in 2007 as a critical examination of the then still valid constitution, and was 
                                                        
111 Ólafsson in the aforementioned interview with Blumenstein. See Blumenstein 2011, p. 123. 
112 See also the page with artist information on the website of the Manifesta: 
http://www.manifesta7.it/artists/417. 
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re-enacted with the aid of an Icelandic choir when this constitution – perhaps tellingly – became the 
object of a national rewriting process four years later.113  
In the previous chapters I have focused on already two important currents underlying the 
artistic practice of Castro and Ólafsson. In this third and final chapter, I would like to address the 
artists’ ‘site-related’ approach, and attempt to unravel what is at the heart of such a way of working 
as well as what its consequences are for the constitution of meaning of the works resulting from this 
artistic habit. Although the list of possible examples of works in which site-relatedness plays a role is 
long, for the sake of conciseness only two can be discussed in more detail throughout this chapter.  
 
 
Fig. 16 – Caregivers; 2008; video, SD video, colour, sound, 16’09” 
 
3.1 THE SYDNEY SQUABBLE AND SWEET SUBVERSION 
 
For the first half of this chapter, I will introduce the reader to what took place around Castro and 
Ólafsson’s participation in the Biennale of Sydney, Australia, during the Spring of 2014, and to the 
work resulting from it. In preparation of the Biennale’s 19th edition, “You Imagine What You Desire” 
curated by Juliana Engberg, Castro and Ólafsson were already in the city of Sydney for a two-month-
residency at the Sydney College of the Arts. In line with their aim to work site-related, they worked 
together with a local organisation there that seeks to give asylum seekers in detention centres the 
                                                        
113 Leeb 2011, pp. 17-18. 
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opportunity to express themselves through art: The Refugee Art Project (RAP). The choice of a topic 
for the work they were to realise was strongly defined by the socio-political issues of the site, as since 
recent years the policy of the Australian government regarding asylum seekers and refugees that are 
coming to the country has been increasingly under fire. Both national and international media and 
activist groups have been calling into question the detention of undocumented migrants in offshore 
centres based on the islands surrounding the Australian continent. These detention camps have 
gained a bad reputation for often lacking both sufficient psychological and infrastructural facilities. 
The low quality of life and the state of uncertainty the detainees find themselves in, as a result from 
the fact that the duration of their detention is often indefinite, has led to high depression and suicide 
rates.114 Castro and Ólafsson’s collaboration with the RAP as the starting point of their project must 
thus be considered as an attempt to engage with this rather sensitive issue finding its reality on 
Australian territory.  
In the weeks running up to the opening of the Biennale, a Sydney-based academic published  
an open letter online, addressed to the participating artists of the Sydney Biennale. The letter 
explicitly called the artists’ attention to the questionable nature of the funding source of the 
upcoming event, as the writer pointed out that the founding company and main sponsor of the art 
event, Transfield Holdings, has a stake in Transfield Services, which had just been granted a big 
contract to operate a detention centre on Manus Island on a for-profit basis.115 The revelation of this 
indirect entanglement of the Biennale in the mandatory detention of asylum seekers and refugees, 
where Castro and Ólafsson had so far been unaware of, brought the artists in a rather awkward 
position, given the nature of their work and its collaborators. After consultation with the staff of the 
RAP, they - as well as four other artists - decided to withdraw from the approaching exhibition.116  
The group of artists composed an open letter to the board of the Biennale in which they 
requested the latter to sever ties with Transfield.117 This letter was signed by more artists in the days 
                                                        
114 See for example this report by Amnesty International on the centre on Manus Island, published 
December 2013: http://www.amnesty.org.au/refugees/comments/33587/.  
115 Matthew Kiem, “An art educator’s open letter to colleagues  about detention profits and the Sydney 
Biennale”, published 4 February 2014: 
https://xborderoperationalmatters.wordpress.com/2014/02/04/art-educators-biennale/comment-
page-2/. Transfield Holdings and Transfield Services are since 2010 united in the Transfield Foundation, 
providing grants for community projects. This foundation had 2010 been listed as the major sponsor of 
the Sydney-Biennale. See also http://www.transfieldfoundation.org/index.php/ground-breaking-arts/3-
biennale-of-sydney. 
116 See also this article in The Sydney Morning Herald for Castro and Ólafsson’s part in the matter, 
published 7 March 2014: http://www.smh.com.au/entertainment/art-and-design/matters-of-principle-
and-protest-20140307-34d9t.html. 
117 The letter was published on 19 February 2014 at an online forum especially designed for this purpose, 
see: http://19boswg.blogspot.be/search?updated-min=2014-01-01T00:00:00-08:00&updated-
max=2015-01-01T00:00:00-08:00&max-results=6.  
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following, adding up to a 46 artists in total, who all announced their withdrawal from the event.118 
Understandably, this spontaneous boycott unleashed an enormous upheaval in both national and 
international media and art press, as well as a fierce discussion on the issue of art and sponsorship 
within national politics. When, after days of quarrelling, provoking remarks by certain politicians, and 
negotiating, the executive director of Transfield Holdings announced to resign from his function as 
chairman from the board and the organisers announced that they would cut all ties with Transfield 
Holdings and with Transfield Services, Castro and Ólafsson, as well as most other artists, re-
submitted their work to the Biennale.  
 
 
Fig. 17 – Uterus Flags; 2008; installation, printed nylon flags; installation view in Manifesta 7, 
Rovereto, IT 
 
The incident is a good, albeit somewhat painful reminder of how much also contemporary art 
is caught up in the economic structures that socio-politically engaged artists often seek to challenge 
in their work. As an engaged artist, you have to inevitably - to a certain extent - work with the 
structures and institutions that you are at the same time challenging. Rogoff, the thinking of whom in 
                                                        
118 The boycott was probably spurred by the fact that a riot in detention centre on Manus Island had cost a 
refugee his life two days earlier. See also this article in The Guardian, published 19 February 2014: 
http://www.theguardian.com/world/2014/feb/18/manus-island-unrest-one-dead-dozens-injured-and-
man-shot-in-buttock. 
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relation to the performance of criticism was already mentioned in the previous chapter, explains that 
this is due to the fact that ‘culture’ is not something stagnant which can be analysed, or the meaning 
of which can be ‘excavated’ for, but rather that this meaning is ‘taking place’ in the present.119 She 
writes that whenever we are being critical, “we are always already embedded in the problematic we 
are dealing with, living out its conditions, sharing its effects, while being able to think it through.”120 
Castro and Ólafsson’s design to actively engage with the socio-political givens or ‘reality’ of a place, 
can be interpreted as rehearsing such criticism from a position of embeddedness – which implies at 
least a partial adaptation of its political particularities and the social rules that count, that is a 
compliance with its structures and institutions. Their site-related projects should be seen as an 
attempt to re-work the conditions of the reality that they are inhabiting from the inside out. The 
Sydney-case is a powerful illustration of the principle that such an approach leads to an operation 
from “uncertain ground”, from which it is difficult to estimate what path is best to be taken, its exact 
delineations - where does art stop and where do politics begin? - being rather blurry indeed.121  
While the nature of culture is performative in that it is unfolding while we are part of it, 
‘embeddedness’ is not only a matter of ‘locality’ or place, but also of time. Engaging with one’s place 
in the world, implies that one is also connecting to the spirit of one’s time, that is its 
contemporaneity. With regard to this characteristic of embedded criticism Rogoff writes:  
 
’Contemporaneity’ for us means that in the contemporary moment there is a certain number 
of shared issues and urgencies, a certain critical currency but perhaps most importantly a 
performative enablement […] ‘Contemporaneity’ means that there is a conjunction of 
problems, insights, methods and materials or practices, which meet momentarily and then 
fall away again.122 
 
Jacob Birken, who has responded to Rogoff’s writing in a text on ‘contemporaneity’ in the exhibition 
catalogue of The Global Contemporary and The Rise of New Art Worlds, has remarked that Rogoff’s 
definition of the word describes very well the range of contemporaneity, “which,” he writes, “is 
expressed both in the focus on issues and in an increasing openness regarding the methods used to 
address these issues.”123 Birken draws from this that, “put simply, contemporaneity means the 
insight that we are all joined together in a moment and for that moment need to find the right way 
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to approach this insight.” 124 Birken’s argument well explains why Castro and Ólafsson’s choose a 
multimedia-approach towards their artistic practice. The interplay between the constantly changing 
variables of place/time/circumstance generate a constantly changing outcome. Like these variables 
themselves, the most suitable way to address the issue or an insight resulting from their interplay, is 
constantly in motion. 
 
 
Fig. 18 – Bosbolobosboco #6 (Departure–Transit–Arrival); 2014; sculpture, sculptural audio 
installation, wood, cardboard, fabric, tape, headphones; installation view at 19th Biennale of Sydney, 
AU 
 
Thinking about ‘contemporaneity’ has also led Giorgio Agamben to describe the paradoxical 
nature of inhabiting, or being embedded within, one’s own time. Inspired by Friedrich Nietzsche and 
Roland Barthes, who already said that the contemporary is the “untimely”125, Agamben writes in an 
essay that carries the telling title “What is The Contemporary?” that “those who are truly 
                                                        
124 Birken 2013, p. 299. 
125 Roland Barthes in a note from his lectures at Collège de France, recited from Agamben 2009, p. 40. 
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contemporary, who truly belong to their time, are those who neither perfectly coincide with it nor 
adjust themselves to its demands.”126 In further elaboration on this, he concludes: 
 
Contemporariness is, then, a singular relationship with one’s own time, which adheres to it 
and, at the same time, keeps a distance from it. More precisely, it is that relationship with 
time that adheres to it through a disjunction and a anachronism. Those who coincide too well 
with their epoch, those who are perfectly tied to it in every respect, are not contemporaries, 
precisely because they do not manage to see it (…).”127 
 
Agamben thus situates ‘contemporariness’ with respect to the present in a disconnection and out-of-
jointness.128 He thus perceives the same tension between connection and taking distance as Rogoff 
does. Following both Rogoff and Agamben, the engaged contemporary artist will thus always feel the 
urgerncy to subvert from both the circumstances of his place in the world and the conditions of his 
time.  
 
So far, I have only discussed the organisational side of Castro and Ólafsson’s project in Sydney. 
However, the art work that they eventually submitted to the biennial, echoed the countercultural 
determination of their joint gesture. The work finally on show was a biomorphic sculpture with the 
gibberish title Bosbolobosboco #6 (Departure-Transit-Arrival) (2014; Fig. 18-20). Amidst the business 
of a biennial, the visitor could sit back or lie down in this sound-sculpture, meanwhile listening to 
audio recordings via the headphones coming from the bottom of the work. These recordings were 
made in Sydney from several individual therapeutic sessions carried out by a psychologist of the RAP 
and four refugees. Putting a piece that has the fate of asylum seekers and refugees at the heart on 
show in a socio-political context that seemingly does exactly the opposite, makes the art work a pièce 
de résistance against the socio-political reality of Australia , all the more because the sponsorship 
issue was mentioned in the press-release accompanying their participation in the show. Already 
before the turmoil over Transfield made the exhibition such a contested site, Castro and Ólafsson 
were planning on showing this particular work at the Biennale. The sponsorship-issue was  a 
coincidental confluence of circumstances that only further added to the work’s pressing actuality. 
Castro and Ólafsson’s role in the coarse of events surrounding the 19th edition of the 
Biennale of Sydney beautifully illustrates this and can be taken as a powerful message to the world 
that the artists are, to a certain extent, willing to participate in the structures of a globalised art 
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world, but not at all costs. It might perhaps be seen as a demonstration of the fact that they are 
willing to play by the rules of an economic system that offers art and culture as a form of 
entertainment in order to make it commercially profitable, but only as long as it provides them with a 
way to make this system’s underlying foundations rumble. If compliance with the status quo does no 
longer contribute to art’s capacity to challenge the order of things from a meta-level but rather 
counteracts this, the artists do not wish to participate in the given format. In short, the boycott 
meant the choice of ethics over capital.129  
 
3.2 PRECARIOUSNESS AND CULTURAL TRANSLATION 
 
I have seen Bosbolobosboco #6 (Departure-Transit-Arrival) myself at the contemporary art fair Art 
Rotterdam last February 2016. Perhaps the contrast between the sculpture and its surrounding was 
even greater at this fair than when seen against the background of an art biennial, as the shiny 
smoothness characterising these art fairs and the large offer of relatively ‘sellable’ art wares are an 
alienating background for this strange biomorphic composure made from tree branches, textiles, 
cardboard and sticky tape. In order to observe what impact the sculpture made on the visitors, I was 
loitering around at the gallery stand where it was presented a bit when by chance I ran into Castro 
and Ólafsson themselves who just happened to pass by in order to carry out some repairs to the 
sculpture, as several of the headphones had stopped working. Unlike the owner of the gallery 
showing the art work, Castro and Ólafsson did not seem to be surprised nor too bothered by this 
temporary malfunction. Within a couple of minutes they had solved the problem with some more 
sticky tape. 
For me the artists’ pit stop at the gallery stand was a good illustration of the sculpture’s 
‘precarity’, that corresponds very well to the vulnerability of the refugees who are sharing their 
personal stories to the public in the shape of the audio recordings. More importantly, the limited 
durability of the sculpture’s firmness as a consequence of the choice of materials ensures that the 
work remains in constant motion, that it is never completely ‘fixed’ or ‘finished’, fits seamlessly with 
the work’s content. The stories that the spectator can listen to account of ‘dynamic identities’ who 
are subject to the constant pressure to redefine themselves as they are passing through different 
governmental regimes, economic systems, legislative frameworks and cultures. However, there is 
more to say about the work’s shape and its precarious nature. 
In his book The Radicant (2009), French art critic Nicolas Bourriaud places the use of 
precarious materials in the context of what he perceives to be an upcoming kind of artist: ‘the 
                                                        
129 For a deeper analysis of the ‘biennial-phenomenon’ as an economically advantageous effect and a 
discussion of the globalised art world in general, see Bydler 2004.  
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radicant’. He writes that this ‘radicant artist’ “is the quintessential practioner of this imaginary 
universe of spatial precariousness, a practioner of the unsticking of affiliations.”130 Following 
Bourriaud, the use of daily, inexpensive and often fragile materials expresses and emphasises the 
ephemeral character of contemporaneity.131 According to him, the aim of the radicant is to 
“respond(…) - without confusing himself with them - to the living conditions directly or indirectly 
brought about by globalization.”132 Note that Bourriaud thus, like Rogoff and Agamben, also 
acknowledges the tension between inhabiting culture and at the same time not completely 
coinciding with it.  
Bourriaud’s book must be seen as an attempt to describe the internationally operating artist 
who participates in the infrastructure of the globalised art circuit - with its artist-in-residency 
programs, internationally organised exhibitions and biennials, and numerous institutional links - but 
whom moreover aims to create his work in dialogue with the different contexts that he crosses as a 
result from his nomadic career. In a fashion that strongly reminds us of Gilles Deleuze and Félix 
Guattari’s ‘rhizome’ as a model for culture, which they have sought to describe in their book A 
Thousand Plateaus (1980), Bourriaud builds his theory around a term borrowed from the field of 
botany. Although both the rhizome and the radicant develop a ‘mass of roots’ underground, 
Bourriaud stresses the difference between the two. Where the rhizome is a continuously growing 
horizontal underground stem which puts out lateral shoots and adventitious roots at intervals, the 
radicant identifies “plants plants that do not depend on a single root for their growth but advance in 
all directions on whatever surfaces present themselves by attaching multiple hooks to them, as ivy 
does.”133 For him, this difference is essential: “…unlike the rhizome, which is defined as a multiplicity 
that brackets out the question of the subject from the beginning, the radicant takes the form of a 
trajectory or path; the advance of a singular subject.”134 Bourriaud quotes Deleuze and Guattari as he 
writes that a rhizome, a ‘multiplicity’, “has neither subject nor object, only determinations, 
magnitude, and dimensions.”135 He explains that the radicant, by contrast, does imply a subject, but 
one that is not reducible to a stable, closed, and self-contained identity: “It exists exclusively in the 
dynamic form of its wandering and the contours of the circuit (…).”136 
 
 
                                                        
130 Bourriaud 2009, p. 57. 
131 Ibid., in particular pp. 79-106. 
132 Idem. 
133 Bourriaud 2009, p. 51. 
134 Ibid., p. 55.  
135 Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari, in: A Thousand Plateaus. Capitalism and Schizophrenia, 1980, trans. B. 
Massumi, Minneapolis, MN: University of Minnesota Press, 1987, p. 7, recited from Bourriaud 2009, p. 55. 
136 Bourriaud 2009, p. 55. 
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Fig. 19 – Bosbolobosboco #6 (Departure–Transit–Arrival); 2014; sculpture, sculptural audio 
installation, wood, cardboard, fabric, tape, headphones; installation view at Art Rotterdam 2016, NL 
 
 
Fig. 20 – Bosbolobosboco #6 (Departure–Transit–Arrival); 2014; sculpture, sculptural audio 
installation, wood, cardboard, fabric, tape, headphones; installation view at Art Rotterdam 2016, NL 
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The path, the journey, one will soon see, is of utmost importance in the theory of Bourriaud. 
Like the radicant organism, the ‘type’ of artist that Bourriaud discerns “develops in accord with its 
host soil and adapts to the latter’s surfaces and geological features.”137 The main characteristic of the 
radicant is its ability to develop secondary roots alongside its primary one, which allows it to be re-
planted in new host soils indefinitely.138 Castro and Ólafsson, as an international duo with differing 
nationalities that is out-carrying their joint practice from three different countries where they 
commute between every couple of years, an itinerary that is yet further complemented due to their 
frequent participation in artist-in-residency programs and exhibitions all around the globe, seem to 
be the ultimate embodiment of the artist type described by Bourriaud.139  
Taken as a whole, the latter’s theory remains rather vague and, I would say, too broadly 
applicable to really serve an art historical purpose. Furthermore, the urgency to come up with a 
definition of an ‘aesthetic of globalisation’ or, in other words, to discern a certain ‘type’ of artist, 
might be called into question from an academic point of view. Perhaps the book’s largest 
achievement is that it brings the idea of ‘cultural translation’ to the attention of its readers. 
Bourriaud calls cultural translation the ‘ethical mode of the radicant artist.140 “To be radicant,” he 
writes, “means setting one’s roots in motion, staging them in heterogeneous contexts and formats, 
denying them the power to completely define one’s identity, translating ideas, transcoding images, 
transplanting behaviours, exchanging rather than imposing.”141 The artist’s capacity to grow roots in 
different contexts, would allow him to ‘connect’ different places around the globe in a web of 
significance by bringing forms, beliefs, traditions and socio-political issues from somewhere and 
implementing them in a new context. Put simply, Bourriaud’s artist would aim at making connections 
between the different points of his personal itinerary and, subsequently, to bind the people from 
these places together in a world of meaning.  
Significantly, the press release accompanying the large retrospective exhibition of Castro and 
Ólafsson’s work in TENT (Rotterdam, NL) in 2013 reads: “On their journeys, the artists’ research into 
the workings of inequality attempts to decipher laws on the distribution of power. In a quest for a 
universal vocabulary their installations bring together texts, languages, and traditions.”142 In a way, 
Castro and Ólafsson’s works - that arise in dialogue with the many different ‘host soils’ that they 
                                                        
137 Bourriaud 2009, p. 22. 
138 Ibid., p. 51. 
139 Castro is Spanish, Ólafsson Icelandic. Their residential itinerary has so far been alternating between 
Rotterdam and Berlin, and recently Southern-Spain has been added to this pattern of movement with the 
inheritance of a family house. 
140 Bourriaud 2009, p. 22 and pp. 131-140. 
141 Ibid., p. 22. 
142 ‘Libia Castro & Ólafur Ólafsson – Asymmetry’, 7 March – 12 May 2013, curated by Adam Budak, TENT, 
Rotterdam, NL, text available at: http://www.tentrotterdam.nl/en/show/20130207_libiaenolafur/. 
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traverse on their artistic path - can be interpreted as such acts of translation that Bourriaud is 
pointing to in his book. With the following paragraphs I hope to demonstrate the validity of this 
claim.  
 
If not on purpose, it is not without humour that the shape of Bosbolobosboco #6 reminds us of a 
‘root’ or a giant piece of ginger that is wildly growing in all directions. Although again this seems 
suitable for the work’s content - multi-rooted identities - this shape is not exclusive to the work made 
in Sydney. The sculpture is part of a bigger series of ‘bosbolobosboco’s’ that all have a similar shape. 
The earliest works in this series were called ‘dream-objects’, as their form echoed the irrational and 
was ‘randomly’ chosen, with the objective of awakening the viewer’s imagination and to generate 
the procreation of new connections and relationships – an artistic approach that has already been 
discussed earlier in this thesis.143 The fact that these ‘sculptures’ ask for a rather conscious decision 
from the side of the spectator in the sense that one has to ‘step into’ them, can be said to make 
them more ‘spaces’ than ‘objects’. This space-like quality provides a way to also physically ‘step back’ 
from reality, which, in the case of Bosbolobosboco #6, will of course add to the spectator’s ability to 
focus and reach a more contemplative state of mind. 
The therapeutic sessions recorded on the sound tapes accompanying the sculpture are built 
upon visualisation techniques that are used within psychological practice to help people overcome 
trauma. Guided by the soothing voice of RAP-psychologist Nina Melksham, the four refugees account 
of the moment when they had to leave their home, the hardships of their journeys, and the 
difficulties they have been facing following upon arrival to the Australian continent. Their detailed 
descriptions of the circumstances, spaces and places they have moved through - from the rooms they 
were in when they suddenly had to leave their family house, to the tiny boats in which they were 
stacked with too many other living bodies, to the interiors and smells of hospitals on the Australian 
mainland - make these spaces and events come to life in the imagination of the spectator. The latter 
is likely to envision these places herself, and experience the peculiar feeling that it is almost as if the 
psychologist is addressing the spectator personally. I have seen visitors - at, in my case, the 
Rotterdam art fair - being deeply moved, sometimes until the point of crying, when after having 
spent some time in Bosbolobosboco #6 they opened up their eyes again.  
What arises from this is the construction of  an experience that functions as a sort of ‘third 
space’, as it exists or resides neither completely at the site of the exhibition nor in the spectator’s 
mind. It is a space that can neither be called reality nor a fantasy, but which is rather something in-
between. Michel Foucault has given spaces like these, spaces “that have the curious property of 
                                                        
143 Castro in a conversation with the author. 
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being in relation with all the other sites, but in such a way as to suspect, neutralize, or invert the set 
of relations that they happen to designate, mirror or reflect”, a name: heterotopia – a term that has 
already been mentioned earlier.144 In his influential 1967 text ‘Of Other Spaces’, he compares the 
heterotopic space to the space of a mirror:  
 
The mirror is (…) a placeless place. (…) It is a heterotopia in so far as the mirror does 
exist in reality, where it exerts a sort of counteraction on the position that I occupy. 
From the standpoint of the mirror I discover my absence from the place where I am 
since I see myself over there. Starting from this gaze that is, as it were, directed 
toward me, from the ground of this virtual space that is on the other side of the glass, 
I come back toward myself and to reconstitute myself there where I am.145  
 
Castro and Ólafsson’s sound sculpture can be said to equally function like a mirror: it makes the 
space occupied by the spectator “at once absolutely real, connected with all the space that 
surrounds it, and absolutely unreal, since in order to be perceived it has to pass through this virtual 
point which is over there.”146 Bosbolobosboco #6 is as much resembling the site on which it has 
arisen, as it is estranging and distancing itself from it – it is reflecting it. Although the work has 
developed out of strong ‘local’ considerations, the work’s meaning can be said to far transcend the 
‘site-specific’. In the middle of the crowded Biennale of Sydney, Castro and Ólafsson’s sound 
sculpture provided a place where the visitor could reside for a moment, ‘mind-travelling’ to an ‘other 
space’, or a ‘placeless place’ if you like.  
Being the ‘in-between space’ that it is, the art work can be said to translate between 
different places around the globe, and between the level of the local and the global. ‘Local’ 
considerations formed the starting point, but Castro and Ólafsson make them ‘globally’ felt via the 
aesthetic experience that Bosbolobosboco #6 provides the audience. One could also say their sound 
sculpture offers a jump from the ‘particular’ to the ‘general’ or ‘universal’ and the other way around,  
as the personal stories of the refugees become - to a certain extent - a joint experienced shared by 
everyone who engages with the work. It is perhaps not entirely without significance that I have 
witnessed several instances in which a spontaneous discussion about the ‘refugee crisis’ and the 
complicated times we live in in terms of migration developed between two or more visitors who 
were gathered around the sculpture at the same time. The work in a way connects people, or at least 
it connects ‘experiences’ into one that is at the same time both shared and individual, in which the 
                                                        
144 See also chapter one, pp. 20-22, in particular p. 22. 
145 Foucault 1986, p. 24. 
146 Idem. 
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feeling that we humans are all the same is being emphasised. At the same time as the work makes 
the personal stories from the Sydney-refugees a common experience, a for many people rather 
abstract issue, that often remains as a topic in the realm of the ‘global politics’, is translated to the 
level of the personal experience of the viewer. The work thus functions as a mediator between all 
these different levels. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Fig. 21 – 20 Minus Minutes (detail); 
2003; installation/environment; 
installation view at Platform Garanti, 
Istanbul, TU 
 
3.3 THE NOMADIC APPROACH  
 
Another, perhaps even more literal, example of a work that could be viewed as an act of translation, 
is the travelling Your Country Doesn’t Exist (2008-ongoing; Fig. 22-27). This project would seem to be 
the epitome of the ‘art work as a journey’ that in Bourriaud’s understanding is the ultimate domain 
of forms accompanying the figure of the radicant.147 Your Country was born out of another of Castro 
and Ólafsson’s works: 20 Minus Minutes. In the year of 2003 Castro and Ólafsson created an 
environment in a local gallery during a residency in Istanbul. The artists’ stay there coincided with the 
                                                        
147 Bourriaud 2009, p. 22.  
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days immediately prior to the Iraq War (2003) when thousands of people there and millions in 
numerous other cities around the globe took to the streets to demonstrate against the invasion of 
Iraq. Despite these global protests, being described as the largest protest event in history, on 20 
March 2003, the military forces of the United States, joined by the United Kingdom and several 
coalition allies, attacked the Middle-Eastern country by means of a bombing campaign.148 The 
political disregard of so many voices provoked the artists to apply the phrase “your country does not 
exist” on the chest of a mannequin and include it in the exhibition at the gallery they were working 
(Fig. 21). 
 
  
Fig, 22 – Dyn lân bestiet net (Your Country Doesn’t Exist); 2005; polyurethane foam  
on the façade of Kunsthuis Syb, Beetsterzwaag, NL 
 
Since then, the ‘catchphrase’ has travelled through many different artistic contexts, formats 
and languages. It has appeared on billboards, t-shirts, soda cans, and a series of paintings (Fig. 23; 
24), to only name a few examples, and in a great variety of languages, like for example even very 
local languages as the Frysian, a language spoken in the north-eastern province of The Netherlands 
(Fig. 22). With every new place where it is implemented, the work’s nuance and significance changes, 
caused by the interplay between the work’s appearance, the language in which it is executed - 
                                                        
148 See also the article “Viewpoint: Why Was the Biggest Protest in World History Ignored?” in the 
magazine TIME, published Feb. 15, 2013: http://world.time.com/2013/02/15/viewpoint-why-was-the-
biggest-protest-in-world-history-ignored/. 
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addressing a certain social or cultural group - and the socio-political circumstances at the site of its 
viewing. In Istanbul, for example, Your Country Doesn’t Exist was clearly linked to the ignored public 
protest and intended as a catalyst to question what exactly ‘one’s own’ country means, and on what 
level or in which situations the belonging that is expressed in the word ‘your’ is manifested, if at 
all.149  
 
 
Fig. 23 - Your Country Doesn’t Exist - Do It Yourself (UK); 2013; mixed media, pen drawing and acrylic 
on canvas, two c-type prints, 120x90cm, 2 60x90cm; installation view at waterside contemporary, 
2013 
 
In later editions of the work, the artist duo has often made use of the visual language of 
marketing and propaganda. This adds a new nuance or layer of meaning to the work, as an 
associative relation between the slogan and notions of the growing socio-political power of big 
corporations and multinationals - with the decrease of the significance of the nation-state as a 
political actor as its consequence - arises. Forces of neoliberalisation and globalisation have meant 
the coming into existence of numerous international alliances, so that the question what makes a 
country ‘one’s own’ can be asked indeed. Moreover, the misuse of a visual language normally 
                                                        
149 This is also being addressed in Leeb 2011, p. 21. 
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strongly interwoven with commercialism or political goals, for which the language adopted tends to 
be affirmative rather than denying, has an estranging effect upon whoever encounters the slogan, 
and can count as an example of the strategic use of the détournement. The objects resulting from 
this spread a message that contradicts the logic of the state as the supplier of a global structure in 
which capitalism can flourish. They awaken questions as whether the state has merely become a 
‘henchman of corporate interests’ or if it truly carries responsibility for its citizens, placing their 
interests up-front. Also this artwork thus contains an element of subversion against the established 
socio-political order. 
 
 
Fig. 24 – Your Country Doesn’t Exist (copper stamp); 2013; sculpture, copper, rubber stamp, steel ink 
pad; installation view at waterside contemporary, London, UK, 2013 
 
Your Country can, once again, be said to function like a mirror in this sense: there where it is 
put up, it reflects the history and geopolitical situation of the place.150 A particularly interesting case 
in point, that I would now like to focus attention on, is the work’s reincarnation in the city of Venice 
(Il Tuo Paese Non Esiste; 2011; Fig. 25-27) in light of the 54th Venice Biennale in 2011. Here it took on 
a particularly strong ‘local flavour’. As in several other projects already mentioned earlier, this edition 
of the work was realised in collaboration with composer Karólína Eiríksdóttir, whom Castro and 
                                                        
150 The artists described the work themselves to function like a “multiplying mirror” in an interview with 
Yve Stevenheydens, Sevilla, November 2011. See Stevenheydens 2012, p. 36. 
58 
 
Ólafsson asked to transform a journalistic text into a musical composition. Also being a soprano 
singer, Eiríksdóttir then performed this composition herself while she was standing on a traditional 
Venetian gondola that moved her through the canals of the old city during the biennial (Fig. 25; 26). 
Announced by the blaring of a trumpet and her voice gently floating on the chords of the guitar 
accompanying her, she sang her opening lines: “This is an announcement from Libia and Ólafur: your 
country does not exist, your country does not exist.” Throughout the rest of the song, this sentence 
forms a recurring theme that is sung in different languages, addressing the different groups of 
tourists and Biennale-visitors who happened to encounter the boat during their wanderings through 
the city.151  
Simultaneously, the same message was being sent into the public arena at the station of 
Venice. For the period of the Biennale, a women’s voice intoned Castro and Ólafsson’s 
announcement via the station’s central information system. It would have been an estranging 
experience to receive such a message precisely at an art biennial that for its structure relies on an 
organisation by country with deputy artists presented in national pavilions. Perhaps this could be 
interpreted as a tongue-in-cheek, a ‘sweet subversion’, against this traditional practice of the 
Biennale. But more importantly, the work should be read as a broader challenge to the entire notion 
of nation-states as the prior arranging principle of our globe. 
 
 
Fig. 25 – Il Tuo Paese Non Esiste; 2011; video installation, HD video, costumes, plastic chairs, 15’ 
approx. 
                                                        
151 For an impression of the performance, see also the video link on the website of Waterside 
Contemporary, London: http://waterside-contemporary.com/artists/castro-olafsson/. 
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Fig. 26 – Il Tuo Paese Non Esiste; 2011; video installation, HD video, costumes, plastic chairs, 15’ 
approx. 
 
 
 
Fig. 27 – Il Tuo Paese Non Esiste; 2011; video installation, HD video, costumes, plastic chairs, 15’ 
approx. 
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This is implied not only in the rest of the lyrics sung by Eiríksdóttir, which read as an article on 
the topic of neoliberalisation and globalisation that have made the nation-state a questionable 
arrangement, but also in the video that Castro and Ólafsson have made of the Venetian performance 
of Your Country. In the video Il Tuo Paese Non Esiste (Your Country Doesn’t Exist) (2011; Fig. 25-27) an 
audiotape of a studio-recording of the song is coupled with film footage of its live performance. 
Alternating with shots of the gondola and its playfully dressed cargo are images portraying the life on 
the Venetian mainland. An elderly Italian lady tells how she has inherited a gigantic palazzo in which 
her family has been living for decades, groups of passers-by are standing on the bridges where the 
gondola passes through underneath, and tourists are blissfully sipping from the artisanal gelato-filled 
ice cone in their hand. However, images of illegal street vendors and police patrols that are also 
marching down the lingering city streets disturb the almost perfect Italian dream. The vendors, easily 
identifiable as Africans who are likely to have crossed the Mediterranean illegally, blend in with the 
crowds as they offer their merchandise of fake designer-bags and sunglasses, key-hangers, and other 
kinds of souvenirs. 
Although the tourists seem to be used to the street scene and their presence is largely being 
ignored, the contrast between the two ‘groups’ could not have been more sensible. Whereas the 
tourists are clearly enjoying their visit to the city, and are strolling on a relaxed pace while seemingly 
carelessly enjoying their ice cream, the African vendors seem sharply alert and ready-to-run 
whenever the nearness of a police patrol would make it necessary. The stark difference between 
these groups in terms of ‘freedom of movement’ could not have been more clearly illustrated than 
this. However, it remains in the subtle things like an image of a white surveillance-camera sharply 
silhouetting against a clear blue sky that keeps an eye on the migrants standing underneath (Fig. 27). 
In a subtle and playful way, the work draws upon the bizarreness - or hypocrisy - of a situation where 
we have apparently all grown used to. The video subtly highlights the fact that although both are 
‘strangers’ to the city, the one group is being welcomed with gondola’s and gelato, whereas the 
other is being watched and under the constant risk of being arrested. Like this, Il Tuo Paese No Esiste 
awakens questions about the issue of migration, which are strongly reinforced by the lyrics of the 
song supporting the images described above.  
It could be said that although the Venetian edition of Your Country takes on a shape that is 
strongly defined by ‘local’ elements - as for example the gondola, the opera-like performance and 
the Italian title - its significance once again carries far beyond the site-specific, as it addresses huge 
‘global’ questions. Like Castro and Ólafsson’s submission for the 19th Biennale of Sydney, it is as much 
defined by local or ‘site-related’ considerations as it engages with the global level. On an overarching 
level, when all the different guises of Your Country Doesn’t Exist are taken together, “the form of the 
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work expresses a path, a journey, more than a fixed space or time.”152 By letting the work travel 
through different languages, shapes and contexts, the constitution of its meaning takes place “as a 
dialogical or intersubjective narrative that unfolds between the subject and the surfaces it 
traverses.”153 By its ongoing and nomadic nature, the work is in permanent motion and a vehicle for 
constantly renegotiated meaning. Indeed, their work can be said to translate between different 
entities of space and time by creating a universal thread of significance between them.  
  
                                                        
152 Bourriaud 2009, p. 114. 
153 Ibid., p. 55. 
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Afterword 
 
 
This thesis was intended as an investigation into the potentiality of contemporary art in relation to 
the socio-political reality of the globalised world we live in today. Already briefly touched upon in the 
introduction, we are witnessing an increasing tendency towards far-reaching efficiency on all levels 
of life around us, in which all things have to pass through the filter of economic profitability 
potential. These forces have also reached the field of socio-politics and create a civil society in which 
there is less and less room for ‘play’. As the economic value of the sector of arts and culture is 
extremely hard - if not impossible - to measure, on the socio-political level, at least in The 
Netherlands, the areas of arts and culture have repeatedly been under pressure of these forces over 
recent years, often being the first sector where governmental economic cuts are being made,  
For those occupying a position in the art world, there are two obvious ways two respond to 
this. The first one is to bow for the market, and to decide to play by its rules. This chosen path leads 
to an increase of the commercialisation of the arena of art, be it in its organisational structures, its 
educational institutions, or - in the ‘worst case’ - to a commodified approach towards the making of 
art itself. The other often seen reaction is the one of refusal: a refusal to participate in the system as 
it is currently established. This attitude is characterised by a sort of cultural pessimism which often 
leads to the reification of political viewpoints residing in radicalism at the far-left end of the spectrum 
with a socio-political position of isolation as its consequence, and is often accompanied by highly 
political art that could more or less be unified with propaganda.  
However, as this thesis has hopefully demonstrated, another possible response  to the 
pressures of neo-liberalisation and globalisation on the socio-political field exists. This reaction might 
not even deviate that much from the historical notion of art and culture as they have been 
understood through the ages. Key to this response is the believe that art is an essential part, a bare 
necessity for a healthy society. What has been running through this thesis as a red thread, is the idea 
that art provides a space or a territory in or on which alternative versions of reality can be developed. 
In this light, the term ‘heterotopia’ has recurred several times throughout this thesis. What could be 
drawn from all three chapters is the fact that the artworks functioned as a ‘heterotopic space’, that 
at the same time related to the socio-political field and everything in it, as well as they stood outside 
of it – a quality of art that Rancière has termed its ‘singularity’.  
In the first chapter, in which I focussed on how the mechanism of in- and exclusion that 
substitutes our global reality, forms an important object of concern in Castro and Ólafsson’s art 
practice. What this chapter sought to make clear is that in engaged art can the same topics as in 
other scientific fields can be addressed, but that it offers a unique - and I would suggest 
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indispensable - take on it, as it stands outside of language, mathematics, religion, economics, politics, 
philosophy etcetera, but at the same time is connected to all of them. I sought to point out that, by 
making an appeal on the specator’s imagination or associative abilities, art can lay bare the 
‘constructedness’ of the world as we know it. It also sought to emphasise, however, that more 
importantly than this ability to deconstruct, is art’s capacity to reconstruct: by changing the 
‘grammar’ of the socio-political world, by shuffling around the rules, new meaning can be generated 
– meaning that was perhaps unthinkable before. Like this, art has the potential to contribute to an 
evolution or a ‘rewriting’ of the current organisation of our globalised world.  
In the second chapter, I have attempted to point out how, with regard to the work of art, 
meaning is always generated or constituted as a dialogue or negotiation: it is a joint adventure of 
both artist and spectator. This characteristic renders the field of art a powerful anti-hegemonic tool 
and, I would propose, an essential means for a democratic society. If an artwork is understood as a 
conversation piece, to parts of which the spectator is able to relate or unrelate, agree or disagree, 
connect or dissociate, when it provides a platform on which critical thinking can be performed and 
exchanged, it can provide a space within society where experimental ideas - towards all fields - might 
be launched an reconsidered, criticised and adjusted, discussed and adopted or proposed and 
rejected. 
Perhaps the idea of the art work as a heterotopia was articulated most explicitly in the 
closing chapter of this thesis. Here I emphasised the ‘paradoxical’ nature of the engaged work of art, 
in which it has to ‘embrace’ socio-political reality, as much as the ‘space of signification’ that is 
constructed within the art work deviates from this reality. What arises in the art work is a state of ‘in-
between-ness’: it is both enrooted in reality as well as transcending it. As an ‘abstraction’ from 
reality, as a ‘placeless place’, the art work can then translate between people, places and eras, as it 
can relate to all of them at one and the same time.  
Between the lines, I have compared Castro and Ólafsson to historical figures that are known 
for fulfilling the role of challenging the established socio-political order, while forming an integral 
part of it: the old-testament prophet and the court jester of the Middle Ages. Likewise, the core of 
Castro and Ólafsson’s artistic practice seems to be the asking of questions, challenging existing forms 
and formats, from an embedded position within the socio-political and cultural field. The goal of 
these comparisons was, at least partially, to prove that the field of ‘art’ - be it manifested in the 
‘poetic imagination’ of the prophets, or in the mastery of humour in the case of the court jesters - as 
a way to challenge socio-politics, has always been an essential part of the governance or the 
organisation of the people. In conclusion, I may perhaps propose that the nature and role of art has 
in this sense never really changed. Challenging the system by breaking it open appears to be part the 
character of art. Another part is, as I have hopefully also successfully demonstrated throughout this 
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thesis, that it provides ground on which new forms, customs, values and believes can grow in its 
place. 
The only way that art can remain to fulfil its historical role, is when it proves to be  resistant 
to the pressure of an all-concurring capitalism. In order to be able to perform its task, it will have to 
be ‘in the world, but not of the world’. The events around the 19th Biennale of Sydney, that have 
been described in the second chapter, renders me hopeful that the engaged artist will indeed be up 
to the task. Through the ages, the arena of art has been a place for conversation and debate, a place 
to agree or disagree with each other – one needs only to think of Immanuel Kant’s idea of sensus 
communis, for example. It has provided a platform for the encounter between and exchange of 
intellectual, social and aesthetic ideas. For centuries, art has performed an indispensable role for 
society, and hopefully it will remain to do so for centuries to come. 
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